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	1. Father

**A ****DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

Summary: Hiccup & Astrid continue to struggle through their marriage, now dealing with the added responsibility of children.

A/N: _**Canon Valka is dead for real; the Valka in this story is Hiccup's daughter who is named after her.**_

**This fic is a sequel, so some things won't make sense if you haven't read the previous story. If you don't want to bother, here's what you need to know**: Canon divergence where Hiccup never shoots down a dragon. Stoick & Spitelout were killed in battle at the beginning, leaving seventeen-year-old Astrid feeling like she had to take control of Berk since she was convinced that Snotlout or Hiccup would ruin the tribe if either of them became chief. Because she's female and therefore not allowed to be chieftain officially, she had to settle for marrying the chief and trying to run the village from behind the scenes. Since Hiccup was the less repulsive of the two choices, she bullied him into marrying her, despite his resistance to the idea of marrying someone who clearly hated him and only wanted to use him. Although Hiccup was officially named the chief of Berk, Astrid runs the place in actuality, to the point where everyone now openly acknowledges her as their leader. HiccStrid's relationship has been troubled from the beginning; she was an abusive spouse (on more than one level) for a while, and even now that they've learned how to get along better, their relationship still isn't very healthy, and they're never going to have a happily-ever-after fairy tale romance. Part 1 ended with Astrid announcing that she's pregnant.

**(Rough draft)**

It was early in Astrid's pregnancy and she had more important things to worry about, so she didn't consider it a priority to get advice from the village's veteran mothers yet. She simply started eating more and carried on with her duties as chieftain.

Hiccup was the one who frequently interrogated Astrid's mother and pretty much all the other women in the village, taking copious notes and learning how to distinguish when they were telling him useful information, when they were passing on inaccuracies due to biases or unusual personal circumstances, and when they were making things up to tease him. (Astrid soon put a stop to the teasing, since she knew that she would be the one to ultimately suffer from whatever nonsense they tried to feed her husband.)

Apparently Hiccup was the hovering type of new father. He obviously knew better than to hover over Astrid Hofferson in a stifling way, but she still got irritated when he would do things like stare at her anxiously (or, well, not _her_, but the tiny person hidden inside her), or make endless diffident suggestions-or-criticism-disguised-as-questions.

Something like, "You want me to get you some fresh water, Astrid?" meant in actuality, _"Don't drink that ale when you're pregnant!"_ "Wow, you look amazing today, Astrid, so toned and muscular! You can probably cut your training short today, you are really turning me on right now," really meant, _"Enough enough enough, you'll jar him too much and he'll be born early!"_ Not to mention how anxious he was in the bedroom, even after Astrid got her mother to reassure him that their sexual activity wouldn't hurt the baby.

"Do you think he can tell what's happening right now?" Hiccup fretted as they made love.

"Hiccup, do _you_ remember your parents having sex when your mom was pregnant with _you_?"

"No..."

He slept in her bed regularly now, though she was pretty sure it was just because he wanted to keep a closer eye on her and the baby. She often woke up in the middle of the night or in the early mornings to find Hiccup talking to her pregnant belly. "You're going to be as good-looking as your mother, and also very smart. Ten steps above every numbskull Viking on this island."

She would usually pretend she was still asleep so that she could eavesdrop, her emotions varying depending on what he said.

"I'm going to make sure you don't know what it means for your father to be disappointed in you. I will love you no matter what you look like or what you do or what you say or what mistakes you make or what you suck at. Even if you burn down the whole village or lose every scrap of our food, I will never, ever stop loving you. If they hurt you, don't worry when they tell you to suck it up and be a Viking - just come find me. I'll let you hide, and cry as much as you want. You don't have to be a real Viking when it's just you and me."

One time, he said, "I will never, ever let your mother hurt you."

_'What?!'_ Astrid thought.

"If she ever puts a single bruise on you, if she spills a drop of your blood, if she ever raises a hand against you, I swear I'll _kill_ her. I _will_ kill her-"

"What?" she said aloud this time, icily. She felt him freeze. "Are you planning my murder now? Do you think you'd have a _chance_ of killing me, even if you tried? Not that you'd ever try, I know you don't have the balls for that."

There was a flurry of movement, and then she was shocked to find him kneeling over her, squeezing his hands around her throat. "I meant what I said," he hissed. "If you ever lay a violent hand on my child, I will _kill you_."

Astrid hadn't hit him in quite a long time, but at this moment, being pinned down and accused of an atrocity she hadn't even committed yet, a horror-fueled rage came over her, and she threw him off. He fought back (carefully avoiding her torso) hard enough that she was frightened, realizing she'd had no idea that such ferocity could be contained in his scrawny, slouching body. When that strength was aimed at _her_, it could not be tolerated, so she crushed him, beating him until he yielded - though even then, he gasped out through bloodied lips that she shouldn't strain herself, it could be bad for the baby. Hearing the anger still pulsing through his voice, she understood that he had only surrendered for the sake of the unborn child. Once it was physically disconnected from her, he would have no reason to hold back.

_'He could poison me,'_ Astrid suddenly thought. _'He could cut my throat in my sleep, he could shoot an arrow through my heart...'_ He was no match for her physically, but there were a hundred underhanded, sneaky ways he could still make good on his threat.

After that, he was no longer allowed to sleep in her bed or handle her food. She made her own meals and banished him to the loft every night after sex (which she always took full dominance of again), kept her bedroom door and window latched, and slept with her weapons close.

He confused her with his reaction, being ridiculously kind and sweet and obliging and submissive, until she figured out that he was trying to lull her into feeling secure enough to allow him near her again. It didn't work. "Don't you _touch_ me unless you're pleasuring me."

"You do realize that I would never hurt you when you're pregnant, right?"

"But all bets are off after I've given birth?" she challenged. "Or are you going to wait until the kid is weaned?"

"Astrid," he said, meeting her eyes squarely, "for as long as you never touch our child in anger, you will be 100% safe from me."

She wouldn't, _couldn't_ say that she did not completely trust herself to never lose her temper around her child. "Am I supposed to just let him run wild when he misbehaves?" she said sarcastically instead.

"_I_ will spank him if that's needed. I don't trust you for that. You can do whatever you want to me, but I _will not_ let you harm him."

He didn't usually speak to her (or to anyone, really), so directly. There was no stammering or softening techniques, just a straight-out statement about his lack of faith in her self-control. _'He really, really cares about this child,'_ Astrid thought. Then, _'He loves the baby more than he loves me.'_ It was perfectly understandable, since their relationship had never been great to begin with and had recently taken yet another nosedive, but it still hurt.

As the months passed, Astrid grew, which was expected - but then her size started to get out of hand, and she reached a point where she felt _unbelievably huge_.

"Twins, I bet," her mother remarked with a smile.

"_Twins_?!"

"I think you'd be smaller if you were only carrying one."

"I don't think I can even handle one, but now you're telling me there are _two_?!"

"That's just my guess." Another smile. "...But I'm pretty sure I'm right."

The last couple of months of her pregnancy were sheer misery. Astrid grudgingly appreciated Hiccup's conscientious attention - she wasn't sure what she would have done if he hadn't been there every day to prepare and serve her meals (she was too tired to resist that now), massage her aching back and feet, provide and clean out a bucket whenever she couldn't make it to the privy (which was most of the time), help her bathe, and cover as many of her duties as he could whenever she, despite her best efforts, was too tired to make it out of bed in the mornings or had stop work hours early.

He didn't bother to keep it secret that he was doing most of it for the baby's (babies'?!) sake rather than hers, but she was so grateful that she didn't care too much. She also started to suspect that he liked having her in his debt - he could guilt-trip her more easily now whenever they argued or she started to lash out at him. Just a hint of a reminder that he'd been waiting on her hand and foot for months sometimes made her too ashamed to keep yelling at him or to hit him when she wanted to.

One afternoon, almost a whole month early, her water broke.

At the same time the next day, she was dozing exhausted in her bed, nursing her son, leaning against Hiccup who was lovingly cradling their daughter in his arms. "Hel-lo, Val-ka," he cooed softly. "Hel-lo, pre-cious." The infant made baby-sounds and wiggled.

"Switch," Astrid mumbled.

They carefully maneuvered until little Valka had settled against her mother's breast, and her brother wailed his confusion in their father's arms.

"Sshh sshh sshh, it's okay, Finn," Hiccup crooned. "Val's turn now, ssshh, go to sleep now..." The baby went quiet in an obedient sort of way, nestling into his father's warmth.

Astrid was surprised when Hiccup leaned over and kissed her. "What was that for?"

"You did good," he murmured. "Thank you."

"Mm..."

The first week was the hardest, and Astrid shocked herself by how often she wanted to kill her own babies. It scared her to find herself thinking like that, and she secretly trusted Hiccup with their children more than she trusted herself.

She felt so worthless, as if the only purpose her life served now was to feed these endlessly hungry creatures. It made her, for the first time, sympathize a little bit with how Hiccup must have felt all these years. She yearned to get out of bed and resume her normal life, but she physically _couldn't_, and Hiccup seemed to no longer be aware of a world outside the babies. So, much as she appreciated his life-saving help with the children, it distressed her to know that the village, in the absence of any real leadership, was probably going to pot.

o.o.o.o.o

There was a raid on the third night after the twins' birth.

Astrid was surprised by how determined Hiccup seemed to be to protect his family; she had never seen him look so relatively warrior-like before. He raced back and forth, carrying the babies to the cave shelters where all the children and the adults unable to fight were always gathered during dragon attacks, then came back for her. After everyone was inside, huddled together listening to the distant roars and screams, Hiccup took up a shield and sword, and stood guard at the cave entrance all night along with some of the older children. He did not relax for a moment, and only left his post to check on Astrid and the twins occasionally.

"They're _fine_, Hiccup. They're just _eating_, AS USUAL, and in a minute they're going to start peeing and pooping, _as usual_, and I forgot to bring any diapers, so I'll be holding two disgusting pee-and-poop-dripping babies for half the night."

"I love you," he said warmly, kissing her and both children, then returned to his post.

Once Astrid finally recovered enough to be up and around, she discovered to her outrage that Snotlout had been spreading the rumor that he was responsible for knocking her up. She hated him so much in that moment that she couldn't even bear the thought of touching him. "Somebody hit him for me." The Thorston twins were happy to oblige.

The chieftain's job was just as demanding as it had been before, _plus_ there was SO MUCH work to catch up on after things had been neglected for so long. There was just no _time_ to be a good chief _and_ a good mother. Astrid resented that she had to stop by the forge so very often to feed the babies, and was grudgingly grateful to Hiccup yet again for basically taking full charge of the rest of their care.

He refused to trust anyone with his children, even women who had a lot of experience caring for infants. He took the twins to work with him every day, settling them in a cradle in a safe corner of the shop and very frequently stopping work to tend to them. Gobber was exasperated, since active Valka and needy Finn demanded so much of Hiccup's attention and made the apprentice smith all but useless, but the older man was fond of his honorary grandchildren, and his complaining was usually good-natured.

"You're going to _make_ a breast? For yak milk?"

"Well, basically, yeah, or at least I'll try. I just feel so _bad_ for them, they get so hungry and sometimes they have to wait so _long_ for mama to show up, I'd love it if I could rig a way to feed them without her..."

"And I suppose it never occurred to you to just hire a wet nurse, like a normal person would?"

"Yeah, but-"

A thin wail sounded from the corner, joined immediately by a louder, more insistent one. Hiccup instantly put down the tongs and strode over to the cradle, lifting Finn out of it and snuggling the baby against his chest. "Oh, Finn, ohhhh, oh oh oh, poor baby, I know, big guy, I know, just hang on, mama will be here soon..."

The infant's cries faded to a sad sort of hum as he lay limply against his father. Hiccup grinned at the baby still in the cradle, who was flailing her arms and kicking and screaming for attention. "What is it, Val, you bored? Brother's getting cuddled and fussed over, you want someone to pay attention to you, too~?" He picked up a silver bangle and held it in front of his daughter's face, revolving it slowly so that it caught the light from the fire. Valka went quiet and stared at it in fascination. "It's cool, isn't it? So cool~?"

"Ah," Valka remarked, batting at the shiny thing.

Astrid walked into the forge. "Milk-maker, reporting for duty," she muttered.

At the sound of his mother's voice, Finn resumed crying in earnest. "Here you go," Hiccup said, handing over his son.

Once Astrid had gotten the baby settled on her breast, she said, "Give me Val, too."

"No."

It _irked_ her, how firm and brazen Hiccup was. On almost any other matter, he'd fumble and whine, and she could often get her way without too much trouble. However, when it came to the babies, he would put his foot down and not budge an inch, no matter what she did or said to him. "It takes so _long_ just for one feeding, and I'm going to have to come back soon anyway, it goes a little quicker if I can feed them both at once-!"

"No," Hiccup said again, no less firmly. "She'll kick him or something, and then he'll be too upset to finish, and then he'll be starving later when _you're not there_ to feed him." Valka was usually perfectly happy to nurse regardless of whether or not her brother was on the other breast, but Finn seemed to be more sensitive than his sister.

"Fine, then _you_ go explain to Bucket why he can't milk a male yak."

"Bucket and the yak can wait."

It made Astrid feel simultaneously angry and guilty that Hiccup never trusted her to be alone with her own children. She didn't want to give voice to that, so she complained about the other thing he'd said that had bothered her. "I have other responsibilities, I _can't_ hang around them all the time just so I'm available the _instant_ they're hungry."

"Other women do it."

"Other women aren't the chief! What do you expect me to do, haul two babies around with me all day?"

"I expect you to at least _want_ to do the best thing for your children." Before she could retort, he added in a lower voice, "But since you can't even handle doing that for your husband, I'd be stupid to expect you to do any better with the kids."

She was so enraged that she wanted to hit him, but perhaps Finn sensed her fury, because he stopped feeding and started crying, which distracted her.

"Oh, Finn, ohhhh," Hiccup crooned, taking the baby out of Astrid's arms almost before she started handing him over. "I am so, so sorry, it's okay, it's okay, buddy, it's okay, I'm so sorry, my fault for making mama mad, I'm sorry, I won't do it again when you're eating, it's okay..."

Astrid gritted her teeth as she held her daughter to her breast. Valka yelled and flailed and wriggled, which was unusual when there was a nipple waiting for her, but she soon latched on and started sucking eagerly.

"It's okay, Finn, it's okay," Hiccup continued whispering, rocking his son soothingly. Finn hiccupped, and his father shifted him in his arms to pat his back.

"...You'd be a better mother than me," Astrid muttered as she watched. Her husband seemed to have a more instinctive maternal instinct than she did, and sometimes the babies' preference for him was obvious - like now, as Finn quieted in his arms. If the boy's mother was the one holding him, he would still be screaming.

"Probably," Hiccup muttered back, unhappily enough that she realized he was insulting himself rather than her. "Sometimes I wonder if I wouldn't be such a waste of space if I'd been born female."

Astrid sometimes wondered that, too. "...You're not a _complete_ waste of space, Hiccup," she said quietly. "I don't know how I could do this without you."

He gave her a small, surprised smile.

They sat silently for a while until Valka finished feeding. "Here," Hiccup said, peering cautiously at his son, "I _think_ he's calm enough now, he might-"

"Hiccup, I need to _go_. I'll try to come back in an hour or so."

Hiccup fixed her with a hard look, and her heart sank. "Feed Finn. He didn't eat enough, he'll be hungry again in far less than an hour."

She gritted her teeth.

"_You_ won't be the one who'll have to listen to his screams until you come back," Hiccup tried.

Astrid thrust out her hands for the baby.

"Breathe first. Calm down. I think he can sense when you're angry, and it upsets him. He won't eat if he's upset."

_'I HATE being a mother!'_

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: About Hiccup's concerns: Alcohol consumption during pregnancy can cause problems like Fetal Alcohol Syndrome; unborn babies can be harmed if the mother's body temperature gets too high, which can be caused by things like fever or strenuous exercise; and in most cases, sex won't harm an unborn baby.

I have no idea what the naming conventions were for when a Viking woman married, and none of Hiccup's family have surnames anyway even in the DreamWorks version ("Haddock" seems more like one of Hiccup's personal names than a surname), so I'm just going to let Astrid keep her maiden name even though she's married now.

I looked up pre-modern baby bottles. The concept of artificial infant feeding was a lot older than I expected it to be, though it never mentioned Viking culture, and it's very possible that those baby jug things were only used in certain cultures rather than around the world. I'm also not sure about the effectiveness of the older feeding vessels, but I do know that the middle-era bottles were actually very dangerous. They were difficult to clean, so bacteria would build up and kill the babies. *sweatdrop*


	2. Fathe

**A** **DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**(rough draft)**

**A/N: Warning for mild/brief crude language in this chapter.**

o.o.o

Astrid continued to struggle with the transition to being a parent, but Hiccup reveled in it. Fatherhood seemed to be good for him. He was so caught up in caring for the babies and watching their little lives unfold that he no longer had enough time or interest to keep making his crazy village-destroying inventions; his ideas were mostly limited to things that would make parenting easier. He became as zealous in the protection of Berk's food stores as Astrid was, and his life seemed to have a solid purpose now, which his wife found rather attractive. His energy, the new light in his eyes, the boost of self-confidence, and the way his love for the children often spilled over into affection for her... Astrid thought it all somehow made him more handsome, even though his body hadn't changed much.

Hiccup rigged a carrier for the twins so that he could easily walk around with both of them. He learned to put Valka on his back, where she could look around with interest at her surroundings, and tuck Finn against his chest, where he could snuggle close and feel safe.

Villagers would often stop Hiccup to make a fuss over the babies, but unfortunately, they tended to be more interested in the male than the female. Valka loved attention and would have appreciated being fussed over more, but she was often ignored in favor of her brother. Finn was more introverted, and it distressed him whenever strange, large hands would try to pluck him away from his father's reassuring warmth.

"Hey now, there's the little guy!" Huge Viking hands reached for the tiny child.

Hiccup turned aside and laid an arm protectively over his son. "Yep, this is Finn," he said amiably. "And Val's back there, you can hold her if you want."

"Just wanna take a look at our next chief here," the man said jovially. Hiccup wondered why it never occurred to most people that Astrid, who had successfully established a precedent for female rulership of the Hooligan tribe, might continue to break with tradition and name her daughter the heir instead of her son.

"I think I'm gonna hang onto him. Seriously, take Val, she seems to like your tattoo." _'And probably wants to drool on it.'_

"Come on, Hiccup, just give me the kid! I'm not gonna hurt him."

Finn started to frantically protest the meaty fingers scrabbling at him.

Hiccup crossed both arms over the boy and took a large step back, ignoring Valka's indignant squawk when she lost sight of the interesting loud person. "Please don't touch my son. You're upsetting him."

"Don't talk to me that way, _Useless_. I _told_ you I won't hurt the kid, I just wanna look at him."

"I have to get to work." Hiccup tried to move past. He felt sick and furious when the man grabbed his shoulder.

"What's your problem? You know I can just _take_ the kid if you refuse to hand him over."

Hiccup's voice was steady, but he felt hot with rage. He was surprised that the man couldn't seem to see it blazing from his eyes. "If you don't take your hands off of me and my children this minute, I will tell the chief that you were harassing her family. I don't think she'll take it very well when she hears that someone was messing with things that belong to her." Although it had once bothered him, Hiccup was now quite willing to fling away his pride and hide behind his wife if that's what it took to protect his children.

The man finally lifted his hands in disgust. "Fine, fine... They're probably bastards, anyway." He kept muttering resentfully as he walked off, "You're not man enough to sire children, bet you're not even man enough to get it up, she probably screws around with Snotlout or that Tuffnut kid whenever she wants some fun..."

Hiccup stood for a long time, hugging Finn close and trying to will himself to calm down. Then he resumed walking, and had a bright smile ready for Gobber when he entered the forge.

"You're late, Hiccup! You run into trouble on the way or something?"

"Nope. Just took a little too long cleaning up after breakfast, sorry." Hiccup went to settle the twins in their cradle and then got to work. Valka babbled and sang in her infant language, responding to the rise and fall of the men's voices. Finn fell asleep to the sounds of hammer blows on metal and red-hot iron being thrust into water, sounds that had come to mean reassurance and safety to him, because they meant that his father was nearby.

o.o.o.o.o

The twins slept in a cradle in Astrid's room at night. Hiccup continued to sleep in his wife's bed, because she decided it was a lot easier to have him close by whenever the children needed tending, and he was so absorbed in the babies that she figured he didn't have the time or inclination to try to harm her as she'd once feared.

Besides, he needed her alive and healthy to keep producing milk, _and_ she had never even come close to acting on those moments of resentment toward her children, which were becoming less and less frequent as time passed and her anxiety eased. Hiccup took care of the babies so thoroughly and so well that her own parenting role was relatively easy.

She watched him putting the twins to bed after she'd fed them. He walked around and around and around with Valka, jiggling her in his arms and talking to her, until she finally collapsed with exhaustion. Finn, in the carrier on his back, nodded off simply because of a full stomach and his father's proximity.

Hiccup laid them both in the cradle and leaned over them a while longer, fussing with the blankets, then just gazing at them for a while. His expression was so tender, so much sweeter than anything Astrid ever saw on his face when he wasn't looking at the babies, that she felt a rush of affection for him. He was a good person. A terrible Viking, but a good person.

"Hiccup," she murmured.

He glanced up at her.

"It's been a while since we've had sex."

He sighed.

"It won't be like that, I promise. Come here, love."

His eyes widened at the unaccustomed endearment, and he drifted toward her as if she was reeling him in on a string. She kissed him for a long time, slow and savoring the way he preferred it, then wriggled out of her clothes. He smiled a little. Somehow, the order and manner of their disrobing had come to indicate the type of resulting sex, and whenever Astrid undressed first and unhurriedly, it usually meant a favorable outcome for Hiccup.

"It _has_ been a while," he agreed, and climbed into bed with her.

o.o.o.o.o

That first raid after the twins' birth was the only time they'd hidden. After that, Astrid resumed her place in the thick of things and Hiccup resumed his post in the forge, the only difference being that he kept the babies with him. When things were at their most dangerous, he felt more comfortable when they were within reach than when they were a long way out of his sight.

"One sharpened sword and one re-hafted axe, coming up!" Hiccup bellowed merrily as he tossed both weapons onto the counter. The announcement was for Valka's benefit. She was all right staying in the cradle, where she always yelled with excitement in response to every loud noise and was reassured by the upbeat tone of her father's voice. Finn, on the other hand, frightened by the chaos, had to be strapped to his father for comfort. Hiccup would wrap him in a protective covering and avoid the more dangerous tasks.

This particular raid was going badly. A Night Fury had joined the fight and was taking out the catapults one by one, crippling the Hooligans' defense.

"Man the fort, Hiccup! They need me out there!" Gobber called. He wedged a bludgeon prosthetic on to the end of his arm, seized a shield, and charged out into the chaos.

"Bye, Uncle Gobber!" Hiccup called, again for Valka's sake. "See you soon~!" He stoked up the fire and started taking over what he could of Gobber's work.

Ten minutes later, a woman rushed into the forge. "Gobber!"

"Gobber's out there," Hiccup said, pointing.

She wailed in frustration. "Then you come! It's the wagon, they can't get it going again, and no one can find Cleftfoot!"

"I'm not going out there!" Hiccup gestured meaningfully at his children.

"They'll be fine!"

"I am not leaving them."

"They'll be fine! Dragons never go after the forge, there are too many warriors around!" Then, in response to Hiccup's stubborn glare, "Aaagghhh, I'll watch them I'll watch them I'll watch them, please go fix the wagon!"

Hiccup eyed her.

"I'LL WATCH THEM! I promise, I'll guard them with my life, but please _hurry_, I don't even know if Gunnar's dead or alive, please GO!"

Feeling pressured and extremely reluctant, Hiccup slowly laid down Finn beside his sister. The baby screamed as his father's hands lifted away from him.

"I'm sorry, Finn, I'm so sorry-"

"HICCUP HURRY!"

"I'll be right back, daddy will be _right back_, this nice lady here is going to watch over you and keep you safe, I'll be right back, I promise-"

"HICCUP GO, _GO_! I'LL WATCH THEM!"

Now Valka was screaming, alarmed that her father was no longer making _'This is fun!'_ noises.

"I'll be right back, I'll be right back, if it takes longer than five minutes then I'll just let them rot and come _back_."

"Hiccup, _please_," the woman sobbed.

Hiccup fixed her with a hard look. "Do not leave my children's side for one second. Defend them with your life."

"Yes yes yes yes!"

Feeling agonized with doubt, Hiccup turned away. As soon as he had vanished into the chaos of the battle, the woman raced off as well, frantic to find her brother.

The twins cried, unheard and uncomforted by any human.

o.o.o.o.o

Hiccup wrenched at the fastening, cursing, keenly aware of seconds ticking by. One more try, then he'd give it up for lost and rush back to his children.

"Put your back into it, Hiccup!"

"Shut up, One-eye, I am _this close_ to leaving this thing to the dragons."

A desperate cry pierced through the clamor. "NIGHT FURY!"

"Get down!"

Hiccup ducked his head instinctively, though he kept working even as he cowered. Chills ran down his spine at the sound of the familiar whistling shriek; he winced at the resulting explosion and crackle of flames.

"HICCUP!"

That was Gobber's voice, more panicked than Hiccup had ever in his life heard it. He jerked his head up and found the smith pointing in horror at the forge.

Which was on fire.

"NO!" Hiccup ran, barely hesitating even when he saw the black dragon dive into the building. "FINN! VAL!" he screamed as he burst through the flames.

The twins' cradle was still in its place, shadowed by a horrifying winged shape. Hiccup's heart nearly stopped at the sight of the unholy offspring of lightning and death looming over his helpless children.

_To be continued...  
><em>

Author's Notes: I'm going to update again on Tuesday, but after that, this fic will go on hiatus until I've finished the next story arc. I've been working on it, but it's still far too unorganized.

I forgot to mention in the previous chapter that I've always thought Astrid would be better working with older children, whereas Hiccup would be better with little ones.


	3. Dragonfriend

**A ****DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**(rough draft)**

Summary: Hiccup, carried off by a Night Fury during a raid, discovers a different, gentler side to the fire-breathing beasts. Astrid struggles to lead Berk and raise her children on her own. Hiccup would do anything to return to his children, but there is no place in Berk for a dragon sympathizer.

o.o.o

A Night Fury was inside the burning forge. The twins were in the forge. Hiccup raced to save his children, bursting into the building without even glancing at the flames starting to eat away at it.

The sight of the dragon made his heart quail with horror, but he still snatched up the closest weapon and brandished it as Night Fury raised its head and fixed its eyes on him.

"GET AWAY FROM THEM!"

The dragon began to stalk toward him.

"Yes, yes, yes, that's it," Hiccup panted, now simultaneously terrified and hopeful as he backed away. "That's right, thaaaat's right, monster, come on over here and eat me, take your time, take your _time_..." He hoped that the nightmare creature would take long enough to rend him apart that someone would have enough time to rescue the children. "Come on." Hiccup was practically crooning by now, his hands shaking despite their tight grip on the weapon.

The dragon paused. Then its eyes slid back toward the babies.

"NO!" Hiccup instantly dropped the weapon and dove for his children. He scooped them out of the cradle and started to whirl, but saw a glimpse of black scales and green eyes and flashing teeth _right behind him_. Hiccup instantly dropped to the floor, trying to wrap as much of his body around the twins as he could, desperate to shield them from claws and fangs and fire. He felt Valka pummeling his chest with her little fists and screeching indignant _"Get off me, Daddy, I can't SEE!"_ noises. Finn simply cried in fear and confusion at all the strange loud things happening around him.

Hiccup was trembling, waiting at any moment for the beast to tear into him, praying that his body would be enough to shield the children, that his sacrifice would buy enough time for someone to rescue them. A gust of warm breath was exhaled over the back of his neck, and he cried out. He sensed the dragon hovering above him, and couldn't help shifting his head just a little so he could see.

The Night Fury was sniffing delicately at him, nose not quite touching his body. Then its green eyes met his.

Hiccup was astonished at the change. He could have sworn that the dragon's eyes had been full of cold malice, the pupils narrowed to slits. Now, however, those pupils looked _huge_, the expression warmer, and filled with something that Hiccup wondered if he dared call 'curiosity.'

The dragon lowered its head toward his.

_'I'm going to die,'_ Hiccup thought. _'Someone, save my children, someone please save my children, please, please, please-'_

A wide, slightly forked tongue touched his cheek - then withdrew.

_'Did it just..._lick_ me?'_

The snout started sniffing at his chest, where he was clutching the babies.

"NO!" Hiccup shouted, shoving the dragon's head away as hard as he could and then whipping his arm back to encircle the twins. "NO!"

The dragon growled.

"I don't care! Eat me if you want, but you will not TOUCH my children!"

Still growling, the dragon lowered its jaws toward him again. Hiccup ducked his head back down, clutching the twins tightly and tensing in anticipation of pain.

Astrid's battle-roar had never sounded so welcome to him than it did at that moment. She came barreling through the burning doorway, swinging an axe that the dragon dodged with a snarl.

"Astrid!"

"HICCUP, RUN!"

The dragon reared, pupils slitted again, a purple-white glow starting to light up its mouth.

Hiccup didn't think. He rushed straight at the Night Fury and barreled into it, throwing off its aim. Hiccup felt one single instant of satisfaction before the dragon's eyes fixed on him.

_'I'm dead.'_ "Astrid, take the kids and run-!"

The dragon pounced.

Hiccup screamed, expecting pain and blood, but instead the earth dropped out from under his feet and wind rushed at him. He screamed again, calling senselessly for his wife.

Then his brain caught up to him and he realized that the Night Fury wasn't sticking around to slaughter him in the forge after all - it was _carrying him off_. He had no idea what his fate would be now, whether he'd be devoured slowly in the privacy of a lair or torn into pieces to feed dragon hatchlings or something else too terrible for his imagination, but whatever it was, the unknown of it was almost as terrifying as the fact that he was dangling_ hundreds of feet in midair_. _And rapidly ascending_.

"No! No, no, no no no no no no no...!"

He abruptly went silent when the creature shifted its grip on him. When his voice stopped, the silence surrounding him seemed to press in. The sounds of battle were gone; now there was only the sound of the wind, the dragon's wings, and the ocean beneath him.

A despairing sob broke from him. "Please," Hiccup wept. He didn't even know what he was pleading for, except perhaps a chance for him to fight the monster before it killed him so that he could die with honor. "Please..." Of course that wouldn't happen, he was _Hiccup_, nothing ever went right for him. The dragon would land and incapacitate him before he had time to lift a hand against it. "Please..."

They flew for so long that it started to hurt simply from being carried. The strain grew unbearable, yet still they continued on, and when Hiccup was begging for unconsciousness just to make the pain stop, the dragon started descending. Fresh fear surged through Hiccup like nausea. He no longer had the strength to struggle, so he shouted instead.

The landing was painful, too, and he couldn't move. He had to lie there moaning as the blood agonizingly began flowing again in the limbs that had been gripped and supporting the rest of his body weight. He couldn't stop the Night Fury's approach, though he was confused when the beast simply sniffed at him instead of taking a bite out of him. It licked him for a minute, then stopped with an unhappy snort and met Hiccup's gaze.

They stared at each other for a while. "What do you want with me?" Hiccup finally asked. "Why did you take me?"

The dragon made a noise that sounded almost like a cat's meow before taking off - leaving Hiccup stranded on a barren rock in the middle of the sea that wasn't big enough to be called an island. "I hate you..."

By the time the dragon came back (Hiccup hadn't been able to decide in the meantime whether a slow death by starvation was better or worse than getting his head quickly chomped off), the pain in Hiccup's limbs had faded to a dull tingle, and he was able to scramble back. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to go and no weapon to fight with, so he had to just stand and watch as the dragon approached and...vomited up a fish at his feet.

"...What, are you sick or something?"

Eventually, the dragon made it clear that he expected Hiccup to eat the fish. Hiccup took a very, very reluctant bite, choked it down, then pushed the rest pointedly in the dragon's direction. The dragon huffed, snapped up the fish in one bite, then lunged at Hiccup. The man wasn't prepared to be grabbed again, and now he was once more dangling in the air. "Nooooo...!"

They flew until they approached what looked like a mountain made of ice spikes. Hiccup's eyes widened in horror and he started struggling again, but it was no use, he had to _watch_ as he was taken into the heart of the dragons' nest, where swarms of the monsters would undoubtedly be waiting to tear him to pieces.

It wasn't enough that he had to be eaten by just one dragon or even a nest of hatchlings, nope; it was going to be the _entire flock_, every beast that could reach him, probably fighting savagely over each bloody shred of his flesh. _'Maybe that just means it'll be quicker. Fifty times more terrifying, but quicker.'_ He squeezed his eyes shut when the first of the swarm came into view.

Which meant that he was utterly unprepared for the landing, and he actually got knocked out for a few seconds from the impact.

When Hiccup opened his eyes, he found himself SURROUNDED by interested fire-breathing reptiles. The smallest of them was at least twice his size, the largest towered over him like a giant from legend. He was too terrified to move. Any second now...any second now...it was useless to resist, probably the smallest movement would trigger the feeding frenzy...

Any second now.

What was wrong with the monsters? Their lunch had arrived on a silver platter, yet they were all just sitting on their butts, chattering at Hiccup's black-scaled abductor like a bunch of gossiping housewives.

_'Do they think I'm dead or something? Is that why they're taking their time?!'_ For a minute, he considered playing dead on purpose, but the suspense was too agonizing. There was zero doubt in his mind that he was going to get devoured sooner or later, and he honestly preferred it to be sooner. Prolonging the inevitable was driving him crazy.

_'I'm going to do it. I'll do it on the count of three. Look, there's a stick right there, I'll dash for it and maybe I'll have time to hit a few of them before they rip my arm off.'_ He inhaled and exhaled. _'Go, Hiccup. ...GO. One, two, THREE!'_ He _scrambled_.

His fingers touched the wood, which was too straight to be natural; it must be the remains of someone's weapon. He'd had time to reach the stick and grasp it. He was having time to whirl around. ...These monsters were _slow_.

Armed and ready for battle, it took a few tense seconds for Hiccup to register that none of the dragons were in the process of attacking him. They all just continued to sit there stupidly, staring at him. "Come on!" he screamed, shaking his stick. "Come and get me! Come on! Come-" He shrieked and swung wildly when the Night Fury pounced at him. It snarled and angrily knocked the stick out of his hands, but before he could throw up his arms defensively, the dragon seized him and took off with him again. "NO!"

Then he saw where the dragon was taking him. He went completely limp in shock and horror and despair. "No..."

The Night Fury came to a landing on a ledge beside THE MOST ENORMOUS DRAGON IN ALL THE WORLDS. Hiccup lay there bonelessly, staring up at it, so awed at the white sea dragon's size and majesty that his horror kind of seeped away, and he found himself thinking that it wouldn't be so bad to meet his end at the hands of such a magnificent creature. Its eyes, gazing down at him, seemed to piece through to the depths of his soul. Hiccup found tears trickling down his face which were somehow completely unrelated to his impending doom.

He was quickly developing a headache. He closed his eyes and shifted, wondering in annoyance why a stupid headache had to interrupt him _now_, of all times, when he was contemplating the fact that he was about to get swallowed by a dragon half the size of Berk, and that he actually might not mind too much.

The headache slowly faded, and he opened his eyes again to find the Night Fury chattering at the sea dragon, who rumbled back as if they were having a conversation. Then the giant turned its (...his?) soul-piercing eyes to the human again. Hiccup buried his face in his arms, unable to bear it, then hissed in pain as the headache came back.

He didn't know how long he lay there, miserable and aching, before it slowly dawned on him that the headache felt like it was...waiting. Like there was an enormous cloud overshadowing his mind, waiting for him to...to invite it in.

_'No! Go away!'_ he thought frantically.

After a moment, the headache _receded_, as if it was sentient and respectful of his wishes. Hiccup lifted his head again and gasped when he saw the giant dragon turn away. _'It. Was. Talking. To. Me. It was _talking_ to me, he was asking- He wanted to INVADE MY MIND-?!'_ "NO, put me down!" he shrieked as the Night Fury picked him up YET AGAIN. It was flying away with him, it would drag him into its shadowy lair and eat him now that it had him all to itself. "No, no, no, put me down, I hate you!"

It did take him to a lair, and it did corner him in the shadows. But then it just sat there and watched him.

Hiccup, back pressed against the mossy rock wall, stared back.

After a long time, the dragon made a quiet croaking sound and started to stalk forward.

Hiccup panicked and tried to dash away, but the dragon was quicker than him and caught him, knocking him to the ground. He curled up in a ball and covered his head. He felt that huge horrible nose sniffing at and nudging him - then the dragon lay down, curled its body around his, rested its head on top of him, and exhaled in a huff.

Hiccup froze, surrounded on all sides by the warmth and weight of a _dragon_ that had been terrorizing him for hours but was refusing to eat him for some unfathomable reason.

_'...Was it really terrorizing me?'_ Well, it had kidnapped him, but it wasn't like it had deliberately tried to scare him or anything. Dragons were quite capable of frightening the daylights out of any sane person just by their mere presence.

Hiccup had an odd thought. _'It must suck to show up anywhere and have people take one look at you, then scream and run or try to stab you.'_ Slowly, he uncurled. The dragon shifted, but made no threatening move. Trembling, Hiccup forced himself to look it straight in the eyes.

It gazed back at him quietly, looking...unhappy, mostly. Not murderous at all.

"...Why did you take me?" Hiccup whispered. The dragon moved then, and he was frightened, but all it did was nudge him back against its warm hide and start licking him. Hiccup shuddered, and sobbed with frustration and terror and exhaustion.

...The dragon just let him cry. It licked him and nuzzled him like a dog trying to comfort its master. _'I'd rather grieve here in the heart of the dragons' lair than back home with my own people,'_ he found himself thinking.

He didn't exactly sleep, but he lost track of time, lying there with a Night Fury, sensing its heartbeat, trying to reconcile the fact that he was in the depths of a dragon's lair with the other fact that he was not currently in the process of getting eaten. He felt caught between the terror of having been dragged into a living nightmare, and the exhaustion of giving up. He almost didn't care anymore. If he'd had no babies to return to, no Gobber to say goodbye to, he might have almost felt at peace. "Why did you...take me...?"

At last, Hiccup blinked and felt suddenly alert. He scrambled to his feet, holding out his hands cautiously when the dragon rose up too and approached him again. "Okay...okay, okay, ssshhh, it's okay, dragon, I'm not gonna...I'm not gonna run away, I, don't grab me, don't eat me, I'm just gonna...take a look out here...okay...?" He edged toward the rocky opening, his body angled toward the Night Fury so he could keep an eye on it. It followed him, its eyes narrowed suspiciously and its nose twitching, but it didn't growl or pounce. Hiccup risked a glance outside.

It was...green. There was somehow an oasis of life inside this icy fortress, plants and...

Dragons.

So, so, _so many dragons_.

Feeling sick, Hiccup moaned and edged back inside again, curling up by the wall with his hands over his head. He tensed but didn't move when he sensed heavy footfalls approaching. He shuddered, still not moving as a big forked tongue bathed the back of his neck and his hands and his hair. There was a warbling sort of sound.

"I want to go _home_," Hiccup mumbled, knowing full well that he was probably never going to see Berk again.

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: I got the original idea for this AU randomly, when I wondered what would be like if it had been Hiccup, rather than Valka, who'd been the young parent kidnapped by a dragon who would later become his other half, and taken to the Sanctuary, etc. etc.
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	4. Dragonfrien

**A ****DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**(rough draft)**

A/N: Again, _canon-Valka is dead for real in this universe_! It's all the same, she got carried off by Cloudjumper and taken to the Sanctuary and all that, the only difference being that she got killed at some point.

o.o.o

Astrid screamed in horror, surrounded by flames and unable to believe what she had just seen with her own eyes. Hiccup couldn't be gone. He _couldn't_. He had been _right there_, he had always been there, he would always be there, he couldn't be gone. He couldn't have been stolen beyond her helpless reach, that sort of thing...never happened. She made sure it didn't. Why had it happened?!

It was so hot- The place was on fire, her children were in danger. She had to drop her axe in order to hold them both, and she shouted again in frustration and a fear that she refused to acknowledge. She was weaponless, vulnerable, unable to defend herself while holding onto two sobbing infants...

The first person she saw when she stumbled out of the forge was Gobber, but the man was weeping and heedless of the chaos around him, she couldn't hand off the children to him. The next person she saw was Fishlegs, and though he seemed shocked and horrorstruck, he wasn't weak-kneed the way the blacksmith was. Astrid shoved her babies into the man's arms. "Take them to shelter," she snapped. "And take Gobber with you if you can get him to move." She had a feeling the older man was ruined for the rest of the battle, and the village could now afford to lose their remaining smith less than ever.

_'Hiccup's gone Hiccup's gone Hiccup's gone Hiccup's gone...?!'_ She couldn't bear the thought. She didn't want to think at all, so she snatched up a fallen weapon and charged at the closest dragon she saw, roaring at the top of her lungs.

o.o.o.o.o

There eventually came a point when Hiccup decided he had no choice but to accept this strange new reality. He had been abducted, and he couldn't count on ever being able to escape. He had been abducted by _dragons_ who seemed to have no interest in eating him. He was here in this strange place now, and maybe he would die, but it was looking more and more like he wouldn't, so he needed to find something better to do than cower.

He stepped nervously out into the light, trying to ignore his winged, green-eyed shadow. He wandered across the wide ledge, looking out at the nest - which was really rather beautiful - and flinching but trying not to shriek and run away whenever dragons came over to sniff at him and lick him and poke him with their snouts and croon at him and breathe unlit gas on him and preen his hair and tug at bits of his clothing.

It was _bizarre_. He knew, KNEW, from a lifetime of experience, that dragons were bloodthirsty, greedy, aggressive, dangerous monsters. Yet the animals he found himself surrounded by seemed like entirely different creatures, displaying a wide range of emotion and treating him primarily with curiosity and perhaps even affection.

"What is happening?" Hiccup asked in bewilderment, patting a dragon five times his size that was nudging him gently in the stomach. "Why are you not horrible?"

His feet inevitably led him to the king. He knew it was a king, this mighty white beast with eyes that seemed eerily all-knowing. A part of Hiccup dreaded getting anywhere near the gigantic ruler of his people's ancestral enemies, but another part of him knew that he was intruding in the heart of this ruler's territory, that he lived and breathed at the dragon king's pleasure, and that he would need to acknowledge his host with respect.

Enormous aquamarine eyes turned patiently to him. Hiccup immediately knelt, head bowed so he wouldn't have to look at the giant, humbling himself more meekly than he would have to any human ruler. He opened his mouth to say something, but suddenly could think of nothing to say. He seemed to shrink, miserable and strangely ashamed, until he became aware of the enormous headache hovering again.

He swallowed. He swallowed again, harder, feeling shaky and hot with fear. Then he dug his fingers hard into the moss he knelt on and whispered, "Yes."

For a long time, nothing seemed to happen, until the wait made him a little bored and he inadvertently relaxed.

_"?"_

Hiccup immediately went rigid at the mental contact, his breath coming short. His eyes darted up to the king, but then he lost his nerve and couldn't look again.

He'd _felt_ it. He'd _sensed_ the question, a feeling of confusion and curiosity and slight frustration that _wasn't his_. "I- I-"

_"? Who."_ It wasn't exactly a word - more like the curiosity of before, plus the wordless impression of a person. Of Hiccup. He could somehow tell that the king was asking who he was.

"I- I- I'm Hiccup."

_"Ai ai aimmhkkupp?"_ Those, to Hiccup's shock, were sounds, though inaudible. It was the mental replication of sounds moving through his mind like the recollection of speech. The king's next thought, however, wasn't a word, but more like an impression of dissatisfaction and confusion and deliberate patience. _"Wrong."_

Hiccup swallowed. This time, he tried to think _at_ the dragon king, deliberately trying to emphasize the sounds of his name and sort of surround it with concepts. _"Hiccup. Identity calling me, me. 'Hiccup.' Human call to me, 'Hiccup,' 'Hiccup' me, I answer."_ He closed his eyes, overwhelmed by the momentary intensity of the king's delight. The sensation quickly faded, and he realized that the king was actually holding back, trying to be gentle with him in this otherworldly 'conversation.'

_"Hiccup. Sound-name for you small frightened thing compassion, 'Hiccup.' Hiccup, I greet you."_

"Hi," Hiccup whispered, amazed. With an effort, he tried to give the mental impression of a return greeting. _"'Hello,' come harmless shy welcome."_ He was _tired_. This form of communication was strangely draining.

_"Hiccup weak rest. Safe hide dark safe."_

Hiccup was aware of the Night Fury carrying him away.

o.o.o.o.o

It was so quiet. When the last of the dragons took to the air, Astrid watched them for a long time, even after they had flown out of sight. Her weapon, already hanging precariously from her limp fingers, finally dropped to the ground. She had nothing now to distract her from her grief, which surged tightly in her chest and squeezed out of her eyes in the form of tears. They slipped down her face as she thought, aching, of Hiccup. _'He's gone...he's gone...I'll never see him again...'_

Slowly, feeling very old, she set about taking stock of the damage, helping with the injured and bereft, receiving reports from her warriors. All the while, Hiccup never left her mind. He was gone. Snatched away from her in an instant, while she'd been so helpless to keep hold of him.

He had been so brave. That was the part that most shocked and bewildered her. She had spent her whole life believing him to be weak and cowardly, yet her last glimpses of her husband had been seeing him shield their children with his own body, and charging empty-handed at a _Night Fury_ to...to save her. To save _her_. The children he adored, perhaps it was understandable that he would willingly lay down his life for them; yet to have risked himself and paid the ultimate price to save _her_, who had held him in contempt...

It shook her badly. She had seen strong men and women risking their lives to help comrades and loved ones, but she had never seen someone fling himself against such impossible odds, sacrificing himself for the sake of someone he didn't even like.

_'I've been... All this time, I was wrong about him. I...!'_ It was unbearable. The fact that she had lost something whose value she hadn't realized until it was already gone made the grief even more painful, so she tried hard to focus on _anything_ that wasn't what she had lost.

o.o.o.o.o

When Hiccup awakened, it was nighttime, and he was curled up between the black dragon's forelegs in the shadows of its lair. "Nooooo, it wasn't a dream..."

The dragon croaked curiously and nuzzled him.

"Stop doing that! You are not a cute little pet, you are a vicious bloodthirsty monster. Don't you have any self-respect?" Hiccup was pretty sure the dragon wasn't actually going to eat him, but his body seemed to be slower to catch on to the idea. His heart was thudding almost painfully, his skin prickling with heat. All his instincts were screaming at him to flee or fight, but he forced himself to remain still in the dragon's embrace.

His stomach growled. A nervous tremor went through him as the dragon instantly lowered its great black head to sniff at Hiccup's belly. "D-Don't mind me, I-"

The dragon's eyes rolled back in its head, and it started to make gagging sounds.

Hiccup stared. _Just_ when he remembered why this seemed so familiar, half a fish was regurgitated onto his chest. "...You are disgusting."

The dragon vocalized encouragingly.

"_No_, okay?" Hiccup complained, finally struggling free of the dragon's hold. "I am not going to eat something that you _already ate_."

The dragon frowned, then scooped up the fish in its mouth and _stalked_. Hiccup gasped and backed away until he was trapped in a corner. The dragon's silly-looking mouthful of fish didn't do enough to reduce the menace of its narrowed eyes and low growl.

Hiccup swallowed. "I...I... At l-least let me cook it first, okay?"

No response. Of course the dragon couldn't understand him - it was an animal.

Slowly, praying that he wasn't making a mistake, Hiccup crouched down until he was lower than the dragon, which made him feel too vulnerable. _'Get a grip, Haddock, it's not like you'd be safer at full height, either.'_ He patted the stone floor and then imitated the sound of a Night Fury blast as best he could while sweeping his hands away from his mouth. "Fwwsshh! There, shoot! Fwwsshh." The dragon dropped the fish, staring in confusion. "Fwwsshh. Fww-" Hiccup shrieked and jerked back when a plasma bolt hit the stone _right next to him_.

Which was, after all, what he'd been asking for, right? "Th-Th-Thanks," he gasped out. Wincing in disgust, he picked up the fish with the tips of two fingers and laid it on the hot stone. The meat sizzled, and Hiccup smiled a little in relief.

He eventually needed another fire bolt, which the dragon provided on the first try this time, and managed to cook the fish thoroughly enough that he hoped the taste of dragon drool and cave dirt would no longer be noticeable. Then he took a bite. "Mmm. Secondhand meat cooked on the floor; _yum_." His tone was sarcastic, but the fish actually didn't taste too bad. He might even try this again next time, though preferably with _fresh_ meat on a cleaner surface.

Next time?

_'No. No. No. I've been kidnapped. I'm going to die. I will never see my children again.'_ Suddenly overcome with the full weight of his situation, Hiccup curled tightly in on himself, trying hard to contain his grief. _'I'm going to... Finn, Val, if I could just...I only wanted...'_

More licking from the dragon.

"STOP THAT!" Hiccup suddenly yelled, jumping to his feet. "You STOLE me, dragon, you _took me away from my children_, don't you _dare_ try to ingratiate yourself with me after _everything you've done_ to me, to my people - you monster! You MONSTER!" Full of rage, he flung himself at the dragon, fully intending to fight his way to Valhalla. He struck and clawed and bit-

-for about four seconds. Then the Night Fury's roar drowned out his own, he was flung to the floor, flashing teeth descended on him, and he felt a moment of satisfaction.

But instead of ripping him to shreds as he expected, the teeth did not pierce his flesh. The dragon pinned him, its snarl hot and close, seeming to spread through his whole body.

"What are you holding back for?!" Hiccup shouted, thrashing. "Kill me already! That's what you wanted, right?! Kill me! Kill me!" The dragon, fed up with his struggling, shook him hard in its teeth and then crushed him to the ground again. Dazed, Hiccup stared at the wall until he got his wits back, then tried again to strain free. It seemed like no matter how hard he fought, no matter how much the pressure of dragon jaws closing on his shoulder intensified, the Fury, for some inexplicable reason, kept refusing to draw blood. "What is..._wrong_ with you...you stupid...dragon...?!"

Obviously frustrated by his refusal to submit, the dragon planted a paw on him to try to keep him still. Hiccup kept struggling, having nothing to lose. Minutes passed, and more minutes. Fishy-smelling dragon saliva was running uncomfortably down his neck, but still the dragon did not let up.

Hiccup slowly came to the realization that they were at a stand-off: there was absolutely no way Hiccup could escape by force, and the dragon was refusing to hurt him. It was a waiting game, and the dragon would most likely last a lot longer than he could. _'...I suck.'_

Hiccup sighed, letting the fight drain out of him. He lay limply, resigned, awaiting his fate. After a long moment, the dragon cautiously unclamped its jaws, and Hiccup groaned. The blood circulation in his right shoulder had been restricted for so long, and he knew he was going to have terrible bruises from the pressure of the dragon's teeth...

The Night Fury licked his bare throat, then watched with a distressed-sounding whine as Hiccup writhed slowly. There was nothing either of them could do until the worst of the pain subsided. Hiccup lay on the cold ground, wanting to die, and groaned in angry frustration when the dragon nudged him onto its back. "Just leave me _alone_! Leave me alone, why are you doing this to me, why won't you either kill me or let me go...?!"

The Night Fury brought him to the king and barked up at the behemoth beseechingly. Hiccup squeezed his eyes shut and covered his face as if that could shield him from the king's thoughts.

_"?"_

"NO! GET OUT OF MY HEAD! GET OUT, _GET OUT_!"

There was a flash of surprise and then a withdrawal so sudden that Hiccup felt a little sick. He slipped to the ground and lay on the moss, listening to the king and the Night Fury talk to each other in their dragon language, shivering as he saw curious dragons gathering around. One started to approach him. He knew it probably wouldn't hurt him, but he curled up anyway with his good arm covering his head, hissing as he sensed an inquisitive nose examining him. A roar from the king frightened him into curling up even tighter, but nothing happened except that the surrounding dragons dispersed.

Hiccup lay there for a long time, not paying attention to much except the rhythm of his own breathing, dimly aware of the Night Fury curled around him. It occasionally licked his bruised shoulder and made soft, almost mournful-sounding croons.

"You know that does about as much good as a mom kissing her kid's boo-boos better, right?" Hiccup mumbled. He suddenly remembered his own mother, who had been carried off by a four-winged dragon when he was just a baby. His eyes widened, and he sat up.

And nearly screamed when he saw _a huge dragon with four wings_, sitting nearby and staring at him sadly. He stared back, pressed up against the alarmed and confused-looking Night Fury. "Y...You... Was it _you_ who killed my mom?!"

The four-winged dragon vocalized softly and began to approach. Hiccup shrank back, then reached to pull the black dragon's wing over himself like a shield. _'I can't believe I'm trying to protect myself with a _Night Fury_,'_ he thought distantly.

The two dragons conversed for a moment. Hiccup crouched beside the Fury's warm hide, breathing hard. Then he closed his eyes and scoffed at himself. _'What are you afraid of, Haddock? That you'll get carried off like your mom? Been there, done that. That you'll get eaten? Yeah, Owl-face there looks just as savage and bloodthirsty as the rest of these idiot disgraces to monsterkind.'_

He forced himself to let go of the wing and step out into the open. He stared hopelessly up at the four-winged dragon. Their eyes met, and the dragon started to lower its head. Hiccup cringed and tried to duck away, but ended up stumbling into the Night Fury. Hot dragon breath huffed over him. He held his breath and waited.

Tugging sensations prickled his scalp, it felt like someone was combing his hair. Hiccup leaned on the Night Fury, staring unseeing at its shining black scales, trying to wrap his head around the fact that his mother's killer (maybe) was preening him. _'Maybe the Thorstons slipped some weird mushrooms in my soup and this is all just one giant hallucination...?'_

The Stormcutter finally sat back and made a satisfied noise, and Hiccup cautiously reached up to find his hair damp with dragon saliva. "Uuuuggghhhh..."

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: My muse has been _totally obsessed_ with this story. XD I kept relentlessly drafting "Dragonfriend" all during December 2015, even though I'd meant to do more Christmas stuff instead, until I finally finished the story arc on Christmas Day. ^^;;
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o.o.o

Astrid was able to nurse her daughter while walking around doing her duties, but Finn pitched a fit when she tried the same thing with him. Her nerves were too frayed by that time to attempt feeding him in quiet privacy, so she found Ratnest, another nursing mother, and asked her to feed the boy instead.

Everyone's constant inquiries about Hiccup were driving Astrid crazy. "I am still your chief," she said harshly at one older man's insinuation about her legitimacy as Berk's ruler disappearing into the night along with her husband. "The law was changed months ago, I have every right to continue ruling."

"That 'law' has never been approved at a Thing, you can't-"

"The Thing hasn't had jurisdiction over us in years," she snapped. It suddenly occurred to her that, now that Hiccup was gone, the Hooligans had no more reason to be excluded from the rest of the Viking community. She hoped that the man she was arguing with wouldn't think of this, even as she wondered wildly what this could mean for future politics. Was it worth seriously risking her position of authority to attempt to re-establish ties with the other tribes? "And _even under the old law_, I would still be regent - Hiccup has a living heir. But the old law doesn't matter, because _I am still chief_, and you _know_ there is no one who would be able to take my place."

The man scowled and walked away, pretending he was too lofty to continue an argument he didn't know how to win.

The approaching sound of a baby's familiar screams made Astrid close her eyes and grit her teeth and clench her hands for a long minute until she exhaled deeply and turned to face Ratnest.

"He won't take my milk, Astrid. He spit out the first mouthful and then refused to try again."

Astrid took the baby and held him up until she was glaring into his red, screaming face. "Your father is not here anymore," she growled at her son. "No one is going to coddle you anymore when you throw your tantrums. If you won't eat, then you'll _starve_, do you understand me?" Briefly, she tried to nurse him herself, but he was too upset by then to tolerate the touch of any hands other than the ones that were now lost to him.

Astrid went far away in her mind, trying to tune out his maddening cries, and found her mother. "If you don't take him, I will kill him," she said in a wooden voice, holding him out.

Her mother, who was already tending to Valka, held out her arm for the boy. Val, excited by her brother's screams, added her own shrieks to his.

"Mom, don't ever, ever leave me alone with them. I will kill them. Don't ever leave me alone with them."

"Go on, Astrid. I've got them."

Astrid walked away, but her children's cries still seemed to ring in her ears even after she'd left them far behind.

o.o.o.o.o

Hiccup spent some time exploring, shadowed by the two dragons he assumed were his prison guards.

The nest seemed to be an immense fortress made of ice, within which thousands of dragons flew and played. For the first time in Hiccup's life, he saw (strangely adorable) dragon hatchlings, whose mothers prevented them from getting too close to him. He wondered why he had never until now thought about baby dragons, at least other than in the context of being fed to them.

Hiccup's guards warned away the most inquisitive dragons, which he appreciated. Even though none of them had shown any inclination to eat him so far, he still didn't feel comfortable being in close proximity to his people's ancestral enemies.

At one point, the king called out to his flock, then submerged. Dragons immediately took to the air in excitement, crowing and screeching as they flew out of the Sanctuary.

"What's hap-?!" Hiccup yelped as he was seized and carried along with the horde. His bruised shoulder throbbed in protest. "Okay, we have _got_ to do something about this aerial transportation thing, this is _not_ going to cut it!"

The flock flew out to sea, then began to circle and hover over a certain point. Hiccup couldn't see how that particular patch of ocean was different from any other part, until the dragon king suddenly came bursting out of the water, flinging up a SHOWER of fish.

The Night Fury dove. Hiccup yelled, terrified and excited by the rush of wind and the swift drop. It might actually be kind of fun, if he could figure out how to do this without being dangled like prey...

His prison guards settled on an ice floe, their mouths and talons filled with fish. The Stormcutter immediately dug into his; the Night Fury took no notice when Hiccup grabbed a couple of fish for himself. If he could figure out a way to pack them in ice and keep hold of them during the return journey, maybe he could cook them back at the nest...

The Fury snatched one of the fish out of his hands. "HEY!"

Instead of swallowing it, the black dragon looked like he'd somehow shot a tiny bolt of fire _inside_ his mouth. Smoke leaked out from between his clenched teeth. He dropped the cooked fish at Hiccup's feet, snapped the second fish out of the young man's hands, cooked it as well, then dropped it beside the first and gave Hiccup an almost smug look.

"...Yeah, okay, or you can do that." Hiccup grinned. "Thanks, monster. Guess you figured out how to feed me properly all on your own."

The Night Fury frowned in confusion. Then, to Hiccup's amazement, the dragon uncomfortably peeled back its lips, revealing toothless gums in an expression that looked remarkably like a human smile. Hiccup stared for a minute, open-mouthed.

Then the teeth slipped back out, the dragon shook its head - _his_ head - and returned to its - his - meal.

"...A Night Fury just smiled at me." Hiccup buried his hands in his hair, his heart pounding with excitement and some other emotion he could not name. "A _Night Fury_ just _smiled_ at me...!"

That was the moment when he started to think of dragons as people.

For the return journey, Hiccup managed to convince the Fury, whom he'd started calling 'Toothless,' to let him ride on his back. Hiccup clung, terrified but still more happy than he'd ever been in his life. The feeling of rushing through the sky was _incredible_, as was the very surprising feeling of being surrounded by many creatures who were bonded together, and with whom he felt like he...belonged. Not once since he had come to the dragons' nest had he felt any sense of judgment or dislike or antagonism - his worst enemies treated him better than his own people.

Dragons soared by, squawking at Toothless and his passenger in a friendly way. Toothless wove around the slower dragons, chortling in delight. At one point, it seemed he couldn't contain himself anymore and climbed higher and higher into the sky, leaving the rest of the flock behind, with Hiccup clinging to his back for dear life and thinking that he would love, _love_ to die at this moment, because then he could die with a smile on his face and a heart full of joy.

Toothless made an outraged sound, and Hiccup laughed to see the Stormcutter ahead of them, diving over and around clouds with ease. The Night Fury pinned his head plates back and stretched out his neck and gave a powerful beat of his wings and _arrowed_ forward. Hiccup, breathless from the speed and the excitement, heard a deadly familiar whistling sound and was exhilarated to realize that it came from the rush of wind past the Night Fury's impossibly fast body. _'And _I'm_ a part of this now. That sound means him and _me_.'_

They were gaining on the Stormcutter, but Hiccup couldn't maintain his hold. His fingers lost their grip, there was a horrible jerk, a moment where he was completely disoriented and had no idea what was happening, then he shouted when he realized he was falling. _'I'm going to die, I'm going to die, I'm going to-!'_ The thought didn't seem as terrifying as it should have. _'I'm going to die happy.'_

Something struck his body, and when Hiccup caught his breath again, he found himself dangling from the Night Fury's claws. Toothless peered down at him and warbled in concern.

Hiccup burst into laughter and couldn't seem to stop. Toothless swooped close to the Stormcutter and dropped Hiccup onto the back of the four-winged dragon, who craned his head almost a full 180 degrees to echo the Night Fury's worry. Hiccup just clung, and laughed and laughed and laughed. When they reached the icy nest, he slid off of the Stormcutter's back and lay, utterly still with exhaustion, until Toothless took him back to their cave like a parent putting a sleepy child to bed.

o.o.o.o.o

_'I'm too old for this.'_

Gobber had lost both parents, a brother, and a tiny half-sister. He had lost limbs. He had lost relatives and friends, including his best friend's fey young wife. He had weathered it all with acceptance and good humor, for he was a Viking. It was simply the way of things. You loved, you lost, you grieved, you kept living. You did your best. You pressed on. You looked for the light that always burned even in the midst of darkness.

Then he had lost Stoick. Stoick had been his dearest companion, his brother of the heart, his one constant. He had known that Stoick the Vast would always be there...until the day he wasn't.

That had been a heavy blow, more of a struggle to survive, but Gobber had done it. He still had things to live for, like his work, and Hiccup, who was practically as much his son as he had been Stoick's. Hiccup, that infuriating, bright, unfathomable boy...that irrepressible young dreamer, whose soul had been battered by a loveless, crushing marriage, yet had nevertheless continued to glow despite all odds... He had blossomed as a father, had given his whole life to his children figuratively, and then given it for them literally.

Gobber made a soft sound of misery. He was too old for this. He couldn't do it anymore, the losing and the grieving. It was too much. They had taken _everything_ from him; what more was there to take?

He had nothing left. He would lie here and grieve until the next raid, and then he would take up his weapon one more time in defense of his home. He would take no shield. He would fight until the Valkyries came for him, until they took him to the only place where he would see his loved ones again.

The door creaked open. The footsteps of the intruder were covered by the sound of crying babies, and Gobber covered his ears against the din.

Something small and soft and squirming was placed on his chest. He tried to ignore it, but had to put out a hand to catch the child before she fell off the bed. Slowly, he dragged himself into a sitting position and watched the baby who was now pulling happily at his beard. The quiet seemed louder than the infants' wailing had been.

"Gah," little Valka commented, trying to pull one of the leather cords out of her honorary grandfather's hair. "Gah!"

She looked like her father. Gobber didn't know why anyone bothered to question the twins' paternity, since they _looked_ like the offspring of Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III and Astrid Hofferson.

Valka was a living, breathing part of her father's legacy, proving that even though he was gone, he had not left a complete void. It was almost as if he had known he would be departing Midgard before his mentor, as if he had purposefully left behind a reminder of why his tired, brokenhearted second father still needed to keep living. "Dammit, Hiccup," Gobber whispered.

Valka gurgled at him and Gobber embraced her, crying softly.

Astrid, sitting across the room quietly nursing Finn, saw a small spark of life return to the man's eyes. She smiled in relief.

_To be continued..._
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This time, Hiccup only experienced a couple of seconds of disorientation when he awakened, and barely cringed to find himself being hugged by a Night Fury. He stood up and stretched, then ambled out and greeted the Stormcutter. "Mornin', owl-face." The dragon squawked a return greeting.

Hiccup's two - guards? _body_guards? welcoming committee? - followed him around as usual. He found the closest 'privy' and used it (apparently dragons were fastidious and kept their waste confined to particular areas - yet another thing Hiccup had never even thought to wonder about).

It was disconcerting to have an audience for this activity, though the watching dragons (both his own pair and a few passersby) seemed more interested in the odor of his urine than in the size of his 'manhood' the way Vikings would have been. Hiccup was about to make a sarcastic comment before he realized that they were examining _all_ the freshest waste, not just his. One of the dragons, a medium-sized purple one, started back after sniffing one of the pieces of dung and took flight in an urgent sort of way.

"O-kay. Not sure what that was all about, but whatever..."

He felt gross enough that he did the best he could to bathe, an activity which the dragons seemed to find both interesting and confusing. The water was ICY, so he rushed through it as quickly as he could and then cuddled desperately with Toothless until he stopped shivering. Then he sought out the king.

Hiccup approached hesitantly, still awed and intimidated by the leviathan's size. The king's eyes turned to him, and he hurriedly bowed. "Good morning...er, Your Majesty."

The king exhaled. Hiccup gasped and stumbled backward as a white cloud came wafting toward him, but it turned out to be harmless. He sheepishly brushed the frost off himself. "I..." He remembered that spoken words meant nothing to the king, who was an animal, after all. An incredibly majestic and intelligent one, but still a creature who perceived and processed the world differently than humans did.

Hiccup closed his eyes and tentatively reached out a thought. _"'Hello.' Greeting scared, I reach for you scared, me small small small you biiiiig, scared, greet don't hurt me, I want-"_ He sensed _contact_, the beginning of a relieved, pleased return greeting. _"Scared scared scared don't hurt me don't hurt me don't hurt me!"_

_"Reassurance warmth safe peace love safe."_

Hiccup opened his eyes and stared up at the king. _"...Love me? Why you love me? Little stranger enemy small bad ashamed 'I hate this'...!"_

The king was surprised, then confused, then compassionate. _"Small broken frightened ones seek refuge here; welcome. 'Hiccup' is good. Not hurt my flocklings, good."_

Hiccup wasn't thinking consciously now as he remembered himself back in his village, useless and weak and worthless and good for nothing except shaping metal and warming the chieftain's bed and keeping her babies out of her way, worthless worthless never measure up _worthless_-

_"STOP."_

Hiccup automatically cowered at the forcefulness of the king's command.

The great dragon's next thoughts were gentler. _"Monsters trap you in darkness; __**bad**__. No darkness here. Safe. I love you."_

Hiccup burst into tears, hating himself.

_"Why grieve and shame?!"_ The great alpha had comforted many broken-hearted survivors, but he had never seen such self-loathing in a creature before. Only the dark corners of Valka's heart had ever come close, but her strange shame was _nothing_ compared to this wreckage. _"Love is a good thing, yes...? Love for you, true and strong and good..."_

"Toothless," Hiccup croaked out, struggling onto the confused Night Fury's back, "take me away, take me away, take me _away_...!"

He hid from the king for two whole days after that, terrified of a being who could see so deeply into his heart. What made him finally creep back was that it had occurred to him that perhaps his mother might not be dead after all. Whether 'Owl-face' was indeed her abductor or not, the fact remained that these dragons were the complete opposite of what he'd thought dragons were all his life, which meant there was a chance that perhaps they had not killed his mother. She had been carried off just like he was, and he wasn't dead, so perhaps she was miraculously alive as well - though he had searched the nest and not found a trace of her.

Still, he wanted to ask, and the only creature in this nest whom he _could_ ask was the king. None of the other dragons he experimented with ever responded to his attempts at mental communication.

"H...Hi there." _"Scared scared scared don't hurt me don't look at me don't touch me don't hurt me..."_

The king regarded him warily.

_"'M...Mom.' Human woman, my mother, warm safe caretaker loves me her child son-"_

There was a jumbled, disorientingly scent-based impression that hurt Hiccup's head before it resolved itself into a visual image. He gasped when he realized that the king was doing the equivalent of showing him a representation of a human woman. Long red hair, slightly haunted green eyes but a warm smile...

_"Hiccup's dam, 'mother,' loves her child 'son;' you. Mother loves you."_ Moving images filled Hiccup's mind, distorted by a dragon's perception but still recognizable as memories. His mother, Valka, caressing the Stormcutter and talking to the dragon animatedly as he vocalized enthusiastically back at her (_"'Cloudjumper' her sound-name for him, One Who Leaps Over Clouds, 'Cloudjumper'"_); Valka spreading her arms in the joy of flight as Cloudjumper carried her through the skies; Valka crooning at dragon hatchlings who flocked around her, playing with them and comforting them... Cloudjumper wailing his grief; the sorrow of a flock who has lost a cherished member; quiet emptiness where there had once been life; anger and sorrow that this tiny, wonderful little flockling had been lost forever, inexplicably at the hands of her own kind...

Hiccup stumbled away, clawing at his head as if he could tear out the memories. The king withdrew and Hiccup blindly walked and climbed around the nest for a long time, stunned. _'My mother was here... Owl-face _was_ the one who took her, he took her and he...he loved her, they all did, the king and this whole flock, they _loved_ her even though she was human, she was HERE, she was _right here_ but now she's gone, _humanskilled_ her...I'll never see her, my mother was _right here_ but I'll never, ever see her...'_

He cried out, angry and hopeless. _'She was here. My mom was here. But she's gone. She's gone...'_ He was curled up, rocking, clutching his head, whimpering in raging, grieving frustration. _'I'm gone, too. My babies are wondering where I am but I'm not there, I'll never see them again, I'll never hold them again, I'm gone. Just like Mom.'_

He cried out again, this time in surprise and alarm as Toothless knocked him over and licked his chest in an angry sort of way. Frustrated, the Night Fury clamped his teeth on the front of Hiccup's tunic and _ripped_. Hiccup squirmed, frightened and confused, and winced in apprehension when the dragon licked bare skin as if trying to scrape it out of the way with his tongue. Draconic green eyes glared helplessly. Then Toothless flopped down and rested his head on Hiccup with a sigh.

"...You know it's emotional pain, and you can't help with that," Hiccup slowly realized. He scratched behind the Night Fury's ear-like head plates, and the dragon made a rumbling "Mmmmm" sound. "Sorry, buddy. Hearts aren't as easy to heal as flesh is."

Toothless rolled his eyes up to glance at him.

"I don't even know if I'm grateful or not," Hiccup said softly. "I...I like it here..." He thought about it, and decided that it was true. "I _like_ it here. But my kids, Toothless. My children are still on Berk. They need me. You didn't just take me to paradise, you took me away from my babies. You can't do that, okay?"

He looked over at Owl-face - no, _Cloudjumper_, that's the name his mother had given that dragon - who was keeping watch nearby as always. "I know you guys mean well. I don't know how you _knew_, but you did, and thank you for the sentiment and all, but...we silly humans, we do this thing called procreating. We become a package deal when that happens. If you take one, you've got to take the others along as well, and I know you didn't know that, but you can't do that anymore, all right?"

He closed his arms around the Night Fury in a hug. "Take me home, Toothless," he whispered. "I have to go back to hell, because that's where my children are. I can't let them go through what I did just because a dragon chose the wrong person to rescue."

o.o.o.o.o

_'How did Hiccup DO this?!'_ Astrid found herself thinking often, wildly frustrated by the stress but also helplessly admiring. Hiccup had had a full-time job just as she did, yet he had _also_ looked after the children, caring for them in almost every way except feeding them..._and_ he'd done most of the cooking. And some of the cleaning. _'Hiccup, you were the most amazing man- ...At least, the most amazing woman-in-a-man's-body I could ever imagine.'_

Astrid herself couldn't do it. She was going crazy. She hired a wet nurse to help feed Valka when she was busy (Finn refused any milk that wasn't his own mother's) and had her mom move in with her to take over many of the more housewifely duties that Hiccup had previously covered, but it still didn't seem to be enough, even with Gobber's help. _'How did Hiccup DO this...?!'_

She didn't even think about her late husband's personal belongings until one evening when they were trying to find a place to store a crate, and her mother suggested putting it up in the loft.

The loft. Hiccup's room.

Astrid avoided it for a while, but then went up there once when she was missing her husband badly, missing his warmth and the sound of his voice and even his smell. She stood in the center of his room for a long time, slowly turning, silent tears running down her face as she looked at this place that belonged to him, at all his things waiting for him as if he would come back to finish that half-sketched drawing, straighten that unmade bed, pick up those carelessly scattered clothes...

She spent a single night sleeping in his bed, trying to get close to him. It only served to sharply emphasize his absence, rub in her face the fact that she had lost him forever. It was too painful. The whole room was too painful. She had to get rid of this shrine to him, this intimate sort of grave marker which kept calling for a soul that would never return.

Astrid gathered it all together except for the little stuffed Nadder and an old knife, which she turned over in her hands for a long time before setting aside. They would be final gifts to her children from their father.

She asked Gobber what he wanted to salvage from Hiccup's things before she burned the rest. Gobber took it all, storing it in the back room of the forge where Hiccup had used to work. Hiccup's bedroom had not been the only shrine he'd left behind.

_'It doesn't matter,'_ Astrid thought. _'It's out of my sight, gone, just like him. ...Goodbye, Hiccup. Never haunt me again.'_

She was in the Great Hall one evening, slumped wearily on a bench, nursing Finn as she picked at her supper and ignored Valka complaining in her mother's arms beside her.

"...that old nuisance...!"

Astrid paused. For some reason, the conversation at the next table had caught her attention.

"At least he ended up being good for _one_ thing."

"Yeah, a human shield for our next chief! Guess he wasn't _entirely_ useless after all, haha!"

_'They're talking about Hiccup,'_ Astrid thought. _'They're talking about my husband as if that's all he was good for.'_

"I suppose we _are_ better off, though I admit I didn't realize how much he'd helped the blacksmith-"

"Excuse me," Astrid said coldly.

Both men stared at her.

"Hiccup Stoickson gave his life for the good of this tribe, facing down the most fearsome dragon in the world with more courage than I've ever seen from either of _you_. Do not speak ill of him again."

Grumbling, the men turned back to their ale.

_To be continued..._

Please review!
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Over the next week or two, as the bruises on his shoulder healed, Hiccup tried to escape.

Whenever he tried to simply walk away, Toothless and Cloudjumper would tag along for a while, but then scoop him up and fly back to the nest with him whenever they decided he'd strayed too far. Sneaking out was impossible, because even during the very rare times when both Toothless and Cloudjumper were asleep (as well as the time Hiccup visited the privy at night and then tried to just continue on instead of returning to the little cave), random dragons would 'talk' to him, and Toothless would apparently get wind of it and come to reclaim his human captive.

It was true that the longer Hiccup spent as a prisoner of the dragons, the less he minded it. The icy northern sanctuary was beautiful, and the Bewilderbeast (Hiccup was trying out different names for the leviathan's breed and was starting to like that name best) kept his people well fed, though Hiccup was still trying to figure out how to regularly get things to eat that weren't fish. The great dragon king was a benevolent ruler, showing patience to even his most annoying subjects and refereeing disputes with fairness (as far as Hiccup could tell).

The dragon hatchlings were endlessly fascinating to watch, and the braver ones would occasionally dare to investigate Hiccup and let him touch them. Second-best of all, there was absolutely _no one_ who ever insulted Hiccup, scorned him, put him down, physically hurt him (at least, not much and never deliberately), or made him feel bad about himself at all, much less like scum. It made the dragon nest feel like a safe place for his soul, a place he'd always longed for but had given up all hope of ever finding.

The best thing of all was the flying.

Being hauled around like helpless prey was, although no longer terrifying, still irritating and undignified, but as the dragons started trusting Hiccup more, he was able to coax more and more of them to allow him to ride on their backs. He experimented with different ways of indicating guidance, mostly with his knees, though he couldn't steer them by force - whether they chose to heed his flying directions or not was entirely their choice.

Although dragons never failed to catch him whenever he went tumbling off their backs, Hiccup still grew tired of falling so often, so he decided that he needed some kind of saddle and a way to anchor himself to it. He scavenged his way through the nest and managed to assemble a small collection of human artifacts, including things like broken bits of wood or short pieces of rope that would have been garbage in a human village but were potentially valuable here in the wilderness. The dragons also became surprisingly helpful, starting to bring him various human objects soon after they noticed him collecting them.

Hiccup eventually managed to scrounge up a piece of leather that helped to protect his butt from chafing against dragon scales, and enough lengths of tie-able things that he could use to fasten himself to the 'saddle' and whatever dragon he was riding. It was a small improvement, but he kept resolving to gather up proper materials the next time he was anywhere near human civilization - and then he'd keep remembering that if he ever did manage to return to human civilization, it would probably mean he'd never see the Sanctuary and its remarkable inhabitants again. The thought made him more sad than he thought it would.

Although Hiccup would gladly ride on any dragon willing to carry him, he and Toothless soon developed a particular affinity for each other in the air. The Night Fury was by far the fastest dragon in the nest, and it was almost as if his body was perfectly designed to accommodate a rider of Hiccup's size. Both young adults shared a growing love of thrills - between Toothless's natural gifts and Hiccup's creativity, they were soon pulling off aerial stunts and maneuvers together that would surprise, baffle, alarm, amuse, or excite the rest of the flock. There was a troop of juvenile copycats who particularly loved to try out the new flying tricks, but Hiccup and Toothless remained in a league of their own.

Flying with Toothless was an incredible pleasure in and of itself, but Hiccup also had an ulterior motive in getting the Night Fury comfortable to his presence and partnership. As they started venturing farther and farther from the nest, Hiccup kept an eye out for anything that would help him get his bearings, and at last, about three months after his abduction, he knew where he was. He could find his way to Berk from here. He started nudging Toothless in that direction.

On the first attempt, they seemed to be flying perfectly fine until Toothless suddenly veered away and started arrowing back to the nest, seeming mysteriously urgent, and nothing Hiccup did could get the dragon back on track.

The second time, Toothless veered away again at almost the exact same latitude, as if he had hit some sort of barrier. This time, he snarled in displeasure, and actually glared at Hiccup when the man tried to coax him back around. Hiccup nervously wondered if the Night Fury had caught on to his plans.

The third time, Toothless utterly refused to go south, and when Hiccup finally lost his temper, the dragon lost his as well. There were no bruises this time because Hiccup now knew not to struggle, but he still spent almost half an hour pinned to the ground, fuming, before he finally gave in and let his captor drag him back to the nest.

He hadn't felt like a prisoner in a long time, but now he was developing a sense of oppression, as if he was locked in a cell. Toothless was a more benevolent master than Astrid had been, but he did still impose his will on his physically weaker companion, and Hiccup grew angrier as the familiar feeling of suffocation began to return.

Hiccup stood at the very edge of a rocky ledge, staring out at his sullied paradise. It was still as beautiful as ever; the king was still magnificent; the other dragons were still innocent. But two people - animals, yes, but he knew now that they were people as well - with the best intentions were slowly burying his soul alive, and he couldn't stand it. _'I wish I'd never had children,'_ he thought. If it weren't for Finn and Valka, he could be happy in the dragon nest with no regrets and forget that he had ever been a Viking.

But his children existed, and they needed him, and he was failing them. He was betraying them every single day he stayed away from them. He found himself grateful for his harsh training back on Berk, because it meant he knew how to fight overpowering enemies. "I have nothing else to live for, right?" Hiccup said softly, drinking in the sight of the happy dragon nest one last time. He closed his eyes and smiled a little, then walked to the darkest corner of the cave and lay down with his face to the wall.

It went on for two or three days. Hiccup lay there, thinking constantly about his children, ignoring every encouraging warble and all the insistent pawings. He also ignored all the food dropped close to him, even when it started to rot. In the beginning when he still needed to relieve himself, he would do it right there in the cave, which he knew annoyed the fastidious dragons, and then lie back down in the spot where he had determined to either win victory or die.

Toothless was puzzled at first, then worried and insistent, then angry. Hiccup calmly looked up into the narrow-eyed face snarling threateningly above him, making no attempt to push the dragon's heavy paw off his chest. "Are you going to rape me? The way my wife did when she looked at me like that and pinned me down like this?" he said mildly. "Are you going to grow some opposable thumbs so you can literally shove that food down my throat? Are you going to get bored and put me out of my misery? Do your worst. I'll either win or die, but there's no way I'll lose."

Looking disturbed, Toothless whined and backed off, stared at Hiccup for a minute, then picked up the fish again and pressed it to Hiccup's face, whimpering beseechingly.

Hiccup kept his mouth closed and turned his head away. When the dragon didn't back off, Hiccup reached for the fish and threw it as far as his weakened muscles could manage. "I'll eat when you take me home. Not before." Then he curled up and drifted into another half-sleep.

The next time he became aware of something, it was to find his limp body being pulled onto the Night Fury's back. Hiccup grunted in displeasure at being taken away from the spot of his last stand, but he was too tired to resist. If he couldn't come crawling back here after Toothless finished doing whatever he was planning to do to him, Hiccup could always just curl up wherever that was and keep dying of dehydration. He could do that anywhere, really; it just seemed more satisfyingly dramatic to do it in barren shadows.

A mountain moved, and a jolt of alarm went through Hiccup. Toothless had brought him to the king. Hiccup had managed to avoid the leviathan most of the time except for polite greetings, but now, as he watched Toothless barking urgently up at the mighty sea dragon, he knew that he was going to be in big trouble if the king took the Night Fury's side. Hiccup swallowed, feeling like he'd just done something awful and was waiting for his father to find out and punish him.

Aquamarine eyes turned to him, narrowed in anger, and Hiccup whimpered. He tried to slide off the Night Fury's back, but then he stared upward in shock as the dragon king lowered his massive head, straight toward Hiccup, _jaws opening_.

_'He's going to eat me?!'_ Hiccup was paralyzed with astonishment. Before he could decide whether he should just let himself be eaten or try to escape, he was being scooped up and drawn in and BURIED in slimy, smelly darkness.

His heart pounded in his chest, he couldn't breathe, all his senses were on high alert. He wondered how long the dragon would take to swallow. Or crunch.

_"__**BE STILL**__."_

Hiccup was terrified. His face and hands tingled; it was as if the touch of his exposed skin on the sensitive flesh of the dragon's mouth gave them a clearer and more powerful connection than he'd ever fathomed. The king's anger was overpowering, and Hiccup wondered if it was possible to be crushed to death by the sheer strength of an emotion.

_"__**WHY?**__"_

Hiccup burst into tearless sobs. He could _feel_ it as if it was a tangible thing wrapping his whole body: the king's utter perplexity at Hiccup's suicidal desperation; the frustration at Hiccup's refusal to be tended to by a companion who cared about him; the fear for his well-being, that the king was doing something wrong, was _missing something_ that his fragile little flockling needed; the distress that the kind-hearted king was causing such terror in a small creature that he wished only to protect and nurture; and the love that made the king care so much in the first place.

_'I-! I...!'_ Hiccup felt like his soul was being cut open, pieces of his heart like organs being very carefully lifted out and examined. _"Babies children mine my Finn Val precious little hands faces soft fair hair mine my treasures miss me need me want me NEED THEM pain failure desperation grief grief grief go back home my babies mine my children Dad can never always disappointed Daddy come back left me dead Mom DEAD Finn Val wait for me I'm coming I'm coming dying weak useless crushed Astrid mate wife sex hates me __**crushing me**__ hurts curl up in the dark and never come out again hate this Dad Finn Val come back dying lost falling darkness please let me die let me die let me die...!"_

_"__**HUSH**__."_

Hiccup lay dazed, numb, sensing the king's horror but unable to feel anything himself.

_"__**...Little one. So broken. I didn't know any creature could be so very much **__**broken**__**. Poor thing. Let me please. Please heal.**__"_

_"Lost. Empty. Dark."_

There was a bigger surge of movement than usual, and Hiccup found himself pressed to the roof of the mouth for a long moment before settling again. Later, he realized that the dragon had probably needed to swallow excess saliva and hadn't wanted to accidentally swallow the little human along with it.

_"Kill me?"_

_"__**Hush**__."_

_"...Peace. Please."_ Hiccup lost track of time as he was bathed in a sort of soul warmth. After what felt like ages of nothing but the king's love, Hiccup ventured timidly, _"Babies. My Finn, sweet frightened child; my Val, so brave and bright."_

_"__**Took you away from them**__,"_ the king realized. _"__**Stole**__** you**__."_

_"Stolen...powerless..."_ Hiccup remembered the terrifying abduction and, dimly behind it, being physically used by his wife. He wasn't a person, he was a thing for others to do with as they pleased, even at this very moment. He had long ago gotten used to losing ownership of his own body.

_"__**Angry**__."_

_"At me...?"_

_"__**NOT YOU**__."_

_"Fight for me, fight for me...worthless weak worthless, hide me bury me fight for me..."_ His skin burned as he noticed the dragon's saliva starting to digest him, and he whimpered in pain. Nausea surged in his stomach at a great movement, then sunlight blinded him and he was gently deposited on the cold moss. He lay weeping, too weak to move, overwhelmed and wanting to sleep for years.

A bone-rattling roar terrified him. Only one creature he knew of was big enough to make a sound like that, a sound that seemed to shake the world on its foundations. Hiccup threw his arms over his head and curled up tightly before finally realizing that it was not him those wrathful aquamarine eyes were fixed upon.

The entire nest had gone eerily still and silent, dragons staring wide-eyed at their enraged king. Cloudjumper was making a distressed mewing sound as he slunk under a ledge in disgrace. Toothless, bearing the brunt of it, was flattened to the ground as if being physically crushed, his eyes huge with dismay, his head plates tightly pinned back.

Hiccup couldn't understand the dragons' communication with each other, but he recognized a castigation when he saw one. His heart ached. After a moment, he crept close and put his arms around the Night Fury as if shielding the bigger creature with his body. It was incredibly difficult for Hiccup to meet the king's eyes, but he forced himself to even though it made his heart quail. "I-It's...okay... G-Go easy on him...he m-meant well."

He pressed into Toothless and felt the trembling dragon pressing back as if they were trying to disappear into each other. Even though the king looked mostly just surprised now, Hiccup still felt like he was being punished along with Toothless. "H-He...He was only trying...to help...he was only trying to help..." _'All I ever, ever wanted to do was help. I just wanted to help. To make things better. I always screwed up, and if, just once, no one had blamed me...'_ Unable to stand it anymore, he hid his face against the Night Fury's warm black scales.

After a long pause, he heard the king croak out a command of some sort, but he didn't look up. A minute later, wet things were dropped on him, and Hiccup raised his head to find fresh fish scattered at his feet. The Snafflefang who had brought them cooed at him encouragingly.

_"EAT,"_ the king commanded.

Hiccup was powerless to disobey. He sank to his knees and picked up the closest fish, biting straight into it even though it was raw, crushed by his failure. He had been so very determined, he had made it so far, only now to be thwarted in the end... _'I want to die.'_

Yet they would deny him even that. He would eat and drink, his body would regain its strength, but his soul would be dead and he would spend his days as a prisoner, a slave, a puppet. _'I don't even belong to myself. I can do nothing for my children because I can't even do anything for myself. ...They deserved so much better than me for a father.'_ He slumped against Toothless in defeat and kept eating without tasting until the fish was little more than bones in his hand. He ate another. Then he slept.

He woke up in darkness, to the sound of a grieving dragon. The keening paused as he shifted. He saw a reflection of distant moonlight in wide green eyes, heard the scuffing movement of a living shadow he could barely see, then he gasped in pain as a tongue scraped across the raw skin of his face. "O-o-www, don't, Toothless, it hurts..."

A pause, and that heartbroken keen again.

"It's okay, buddy...I'm sorry...he didn't mean to start digesting me, but it still hurts..."

Very tentatively, the tongue touched his hair and withdrew.

Hiccup smiled a little and reached out until he felt scales under his fingertips. He scratched encouragingly. "That part's okay. My hair doesn't hurt."

Tentatively again, then more purposefully, the tongue bathed his hair. Despite being covered by a crackling, smelly layer of dried saliva from his stint in the king's mouth, Hiccup felt strangely peaceful. He closed his eyes again.

After a while, the moonlight at the cave mouth was momentarily blocked as a large dragon, probably Cloudjumper, came inside. The heavy pawsteps came to a halt nearby, and something fishy-smelling hit the floor with a wet slap.

Toothless made a broken warbling noise that sounded like a recently punished child begging, with a mix of hope and despair, to be forgiven. Hiccup felt for the fish, grasped it, and held it up. "Cook."

Toothless knew what that word meant by now. He eagerly snatched the fish into his mouth, zapped it with a tiny plasma blast, then dropped it on Hiccup's chest and panted in anticipation.

"I didn't know it was possible to love someone a lot but still hate them at the same time," Hiccup remarked. He picked up the fish with a sigh and started nibbling at it. "I know you're sorry. I know you meant well. Great. Fantastic. Still means nothing as long as I'm not with my children." He paused so he could point with his other hand. "I hate you. I love you, but I _hate you_."

Toothless whimpered as if he understood the words.

"...Come here." Hiccup sat up and felt around and tugged until the Night Fury's head was in his lap. He scratched and stroked his fingertips around each fin, caressing, not sure why he felt so compelled to reassure his own captor. "Someday," he whispered, "I will find something that you can't protect me from."

With one last pat, he turned and lay down again, snuggling back into the dragon's warmth. A black foreleg draped tentatively around his torso. _'Owned. Claimed. Possessed,'_ Hiccup thought idly. It felt nice, but there was still no mistaking the gesture. _'I will always belong to someone else, won't I. ...At least it might as well be someone who cares about me.'_ He sighed and fell asleep.

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: For the record, Hiccup is misunderstanding something.

_Two hundred_ people on FFN read the last chapter before anyone bothered to review (thank you for breaking the ice, Night Ryder711!). It was so bad that I thought (wrongly) that FFN was still having technical difficulties. I can understand if most readers hate this story and are only following it out of morbid curiosity, but the ones who Fave don't have that excuse. If you Favorite, please review!


	8. Dragonf

**A ****DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**(rough draft)**

"Babe!"

"Not now, Snotlout," Astrid snapped.

"Aw, come on, don't be like that."

"I'm _busy_."

"You're always busy! Look, babe-"

"I am not your _babe_."

"Okay, fine, _Astrid_! I have a proposition for you."

"The answer's no."

"You haven't even heard my proposition yet!"

"Doesn't matter. I already know it's no."

"Astriiiiid! Come on, you're a grown woman, your bed's a little less crowded now, I know what you need. I'm just saying, I'm here ready and waiting to, y'know, crowd up your bed again."

She hated _so much_ that he was right. And that he was less repulsive to her now than he had been two or three years before. "Snotlout, you are _married_ now."

"Hey, no problem, I can get divorced!"

"On what grounds, Snotlout?!"

"On the grounds of...uh...oh! On the grounds of she hasn't given me any kids!"

"Of course she hasn't, Snot. She's 47."

"Exactly."

"Uuugghhh, Snotlout..." _'Don't tempt me.'_ "I am not going to destroy a woman's marriage just because you're taking advantage of _my husband's death_ to try to get into my pants."

"Fine, then I won't divorce her! You can be my mistress; problem solv- OOOOWWWW!"

o.o.o.o.o

When Hiccup awakened again, he went to wash off all the dragon spit he was covered with, which he did in one of the normal pools rather than the hot spring he usually used. Naked and covered with gooseflesh from the ice-cold water, he rested against a rock and wondered vaguely if he would die of hypothermia.

No such luck. As soon as Toothless realized that his human's body temperature was dangerously low, the dragon practically lay on him until Hiccup stopped shivering. "So suicide by bath isn't going to work, either, huh."

Then it was breakfast. Hiccup was annoyed at his traitorously ravenous body, and ate far more than he ordinarily would have even in normal health. After a few meals, though, his body seemed back to normal, and he was left with the dismal prospect of spending the rest of his failed life here, learning how to forget about his children and perhaps how to be happy in his beautiful prison. "Toothless, fly?" he asked softly. He needed a distraction.

The dragon looked at him, but instead of reacting with excitement the way he usually did, he made a sorrowful sort of noise and was practically cringing as he lowered himself for Hiccup to mount.

Hiccup frowned as he slipped onto the dragon's back. "What's wrong with you? You love flying."

Toothless walked slowly to a ledge and didn't take off immediately. Hiccup was about to urge him on when the Night Fury lifted his head and called out.

The great sea dragon rose to his full height. Hiccup stared, wondering what was so different about this flight that the king himself would take notice of it.

_"Goodbye."_ Love and sadness flooded Hiccup's mind and then reluctantly retreated.

"What?"

A swarm of dragons, many of whom Hiccup recognized, rushed to fly above him and Toothless, crying out over and over again. Some of them landed and nuzzled or licked or preened Hiccup before taking off again. Before Hiccup could gather his thoughts and properly ask the king what was going on, it was too late - Toothless finally took off, Cloudjumper at his side, and the nest was left behind.

_"Up,"_ Hiccup signaled with his knees, but the dragon only rolled his shoulders and pressed on. "Toothless? No fancy flying today?" The only answer was a warble that Hiccup didn't understand. "What is _wrong_ with everyone this morning?"

After a while, Hiccup realized to his surprise that they were flying south. Halfheartedly, he thought about making another escape attempt, but to his shock, Toothless continued on course with no prompting, and flew straight through the invisible, mysterious barrier that had always turned him away before. "Toothless?!"

Eventually, there came to be no doubt about it. They were leaving the nest. Hiccup's heart beat a little harder, and he tried to quash the hope that maybe, maybe, at last they might be setting him free of their own accord. "I... Don't be cruel to me... Don't get my hopes up and then make me realize I'm wrong..."

They touched down at twilight, near the first decently safe-looking human settlement. The three of them spent the night curled up together for warmth and comfort, and lingered together in the morning.

Hiccup embraced both dragons and whispered how much he would miss them. When they saw he was leaving, Toothless cried and licked him and nuzzled him; Cloudjumper preened him as meticulously as a mother dressing her daughter's hair on her wedding day.

Then Hiccup walked away, and the dragons did not follow, and it was a long time before the memory of Toothless's mournful wail began to fade from Hiccup's mind.

o.o.o.o.o

Hiccup gained enough money doing smithwork and odd jobs to earn him passage to the edge of the Barbaric Archipelago. Then, in the familiar, war-torn territory of Vikings and dragons, Hiccup had to hide his identity, since only the Berserkers were still allies of Berk. He would be run out of town if anyone else found out he was the Hooligan heir who had caused his tribe to fall almost to the level of Outcasts nearly nine years before.

He pretended to be one of the Bog-Burglars' 'Lost Boys' so that no one would try to pry further into his background or think he was worth anything. As far as the people he met were concerned, he was just one more fatherless, unwanted son who'd gotten kicked out of his female-controlled tribe as soon he was old enough, and had spent the years since then trying to make a real life for himself. _'Not too far from the truth, actually...'_

His cover story and his skills and what was left of his money got him food, shelter, and eventual transportation to an uninhabited island on the border of Hooligan territory. He had hoped to be able to catch a ride from Trader Johann, but his path never crossed with the man, which meant that he was going to have to figure out a way to get from this tiny heap of rock in the middle of nowhere back to his children on Berk.

Hiccup woke up in the middle of the night to find two very small Gronckles nosing curiously at him. They both paused when he awakened, probably sensing his surge of adrenaline and increased heartbeat, but he didn't move and he breathed deeply to calm himself down. One of the fledglings licked him. "Hi," Hiccup whispered. He slowly lifted a hand and scratched at her rough hide. The fledgling rumbled in delight and pressed into his touch; her sibling pawed at Hiccup, and he lifted his other hand to oblige with more scratches.

The mother dragon, who had been rooting around in Hiccup's belongings as a third fledgling investigated the remains of the campfire, raised her head abruptly and growled in alarm.

"It's all right," Hiccup called softly. "I'm a friend."

The mother marched forward, scattering her sheepish children, and stood over Hiccup, glaring at him. He had learned that dragons responded to eye contact from strangers as if it was threatening, so he moved his gaze away, and he lifted his chin to indicate surrender. After a long moment, the Gronckle cautiously lowered her head to lick his bare throat, just like the dragons at the Sanctuary had done whenever they won a game or a power struggle or had finished chastising a repentant youngling.

"See?" Hiccup murmured. "You win. You're the boss. I won't hurt you. Okay?"

The Gronckle made a wary humming sound and backed away.

Hiccup rolled onto his stomach and started to crawl forward, but she nervously took another step back. "I'm not gonna hurt you," he crooned, lifting his hand. "I just need your help with something, okay?"

The Gronckle sniffed and licked his fingers. Her children, encouraged, approached again to investigate Hiccup. Ignoring their nudges and gentle bites, he started trying to haul himself onto the mother dragon's back without actually standing up, but she shied away and barked to her children. The fledglings protested, but then nuzzled Hiccup in farewell and reluctantly turned away.

Hiccup exhaled as he watched the little family disappear into the darkness. "Patience, Hiccup," he whispered to himself.

It took several days for Hiccup to befriend the mother Gronckle and get her to trust him enough to let him onto her back. It took a few more days for him to coax her to bring him even to the very far side of the island of Berk, since she seemed understandably reluctant to get so close to the human village. "It's okay, girl, just a liiiiittle farther, then I _promise_ I will never bother you or your kiddos ever again, okay?"

At long last, as twilight began to fall, Hiccup set foot on his homeland. He stood for a minute, looking around and breathing the air and absently caressing the fledglings who kept bumping against him. Then he smiled at the little Gronckle family, made his best imitation of the sound the Sanctuary dragons had cried at him when he'd left for the last time, and headed into the forest.

The young Gronckles followed him for a while, prancing at his side and darting off to investigate various things as if they were pet dogs, but their mother eventually called them back, anxiety in her voice. The fledglings sadly nuzzled Hiccup one last time, and then he was alone.

It was long after most people's suppertime when he reached the village. Trying his best to not be noticed, Hiccup made his way to his house - at least, the spot where his house usually stood. The building looked different; it had likely been damaged and repaired during his absence.

He was dreading seeing Astrid again, but what he wanted more than anything in the world was to see his children, so he barely hesitated to walk inside.

The central fire was low, shielded from the babies by a screen around its perimeter. No lamps were lit. Hiccup dimly registered the sound of female voices coming from behind Astrid's closed bedroom door - Astrid herself sounding like she was arguing or ranting, the other woman's voice a murmur, both too muffled to distinguish the words.

Hiccup barely noticed because his eyes were fixed on his babies - Finn lying in a heap on the floor, making low, dull sobs as if he had been crying unheeded for a long time; Valka standing by a chair and gripping it for balance (she could _stand up_ now...?!), screaming at the top of her lungs in outrage that she was being ignored in the quiet, boring darkness.

_'They're so big,'_ Hiccup thought, horrified and grieving, even as he reached out with a soothing croon in his voice. _'They're so big, I missed so much, this is what you did to us, Toothless, how can I forgive you for this...?'_ "Hey, baby girl, hey~"

He was a little startled when Valka jerked and shrieked out an extra-loud cry as his arms came around her. She thrashed and hit him.

_'She's frightened?!'_ "Val...Val, sweetie, it's me, it's daddy..."

She cried out in a strange mix of distress and curiosity, painfully gripping his ear and a fistful of his hair for a minute as she stared intently at him. He kept very still except to rub her back soothingly. "Hi," he whispered, trying to smile. The baby relaxed a little and started biting him, which hurt too because she had teeth now that hadn't been there the last time he'd seen her.

"Oh, Val..." Still holding her, he reached out for Finn, who abruptly went silent at the first touch. The baby stayed rigid and quiet as his father gently stroked his back, but when Hiccup started to tuck his hand beneath the boy's body and pull him closer, Finn panicked, struggling and sobbing. "Finn, Finn, hey, it's me, it's just me, it's all right, it's only me..."

The boy kept squirming, clutching Hiccup's arm hard, sounding terrified as he wept.

_'He doesn't recognize me...my own children don't recognize me...'_ Tears ran down Hiccup's face as he let go of his son, who crawled away on his belly and clutched at a stuffed animal, still crying.

Valka was babbling curiously now, patting Hiccup and pressing her face to his for a long moment as if wanting to experience his tears for herself. Then she pulled away so she could plop down on her bottom and play with the cluster of dragon scales hanging from his waist. "That's where I've been, sweetie," Hiccup whispered. "I didn't mean to leave you. I would have never left you if I'd had a choice. I'm so, so sorry."

He scooted close enough to reach Finn again, relieved when Valka followed her new toy. Hiccup didn't try to pick up Finn this time, but simply stroked the boy's back, feeling a very tiny bit better when he realized that the stuffed animal his son was clinging to so tightly was actually the little Nadder that Hiccup's own mother had made for him when he'd been a baby. Someone had taken it from his things and given it to Finn to comfort him in his father's absence. "I came back, Finn...it's going to be all right now..."

After several long minutes, Finn's small body started to relax. Hiccup caressed his hair and stroked his cheek with a gentle fingertip. Finn turned away and rubbed his face against the stuffed animal, but then he paused and pressed his head into Hiccup's hand again. Hiccup petted him a little more, then lay down on his back and cautiously tugged the baby onto his chest. Finn tensed but didn't resist, lifting his head to peer fearfully into his father's face.

"Hey there, big guy," Hiccup said softly.

Finn buried his face in Hiccup's chest, now clutching at his father's tunic as he hummed in an unhappy way that was not quite crying anymore. Valka crawled onto Hiccup's legs and gripped his belt buckle, apparently trying to pull it off. After a minute, Hiccup carefully supported Finn as he sat up and started rocking a little. "It's all right, Finn. I love you. I would never hurt you."

Approaching footsteps made Hiccup hug Finn tighter and clutch at Valka as he looked up apprehensively. It was Astrid - but he had never seen that expression on her face before. She looked pale and shocked, even frightened, as she held out a plate of bread. Her mother stood in the background, staring at Hiccup with a similar expression. "It's all we have," Astrid whispered. "I can't sweeten it, it's _all we have_. This house honors you; leave us in peace."

Hiccup finally understood, and worked very hard to not burst into mirthless laughter. "I'm not dead, Astrid."

She kept staring at him.

"I'll take the bread, though. Thanks." He picked it off the plate and took a bite out of it, allowing Valka to chew on the other end.

"...Hiccup?"

"I'm not dead. I...escaped. But I'm not saying a word until I've had a good night's sleep. Speaking of which..." He gave the rest of the bread to Valka to gnaw on and put his arm around her, standing up holding both babies. Finn's grip on his tunic tightened. "The kids will be with me tonight. We'll talk tomorrow, but _I can't deal with you tonight_, Astrid. I can't." He turned away, relieved when she just stood there and didn't try to follow him up the stairs.

...The loft was empty.

Hiccup stared at the barren room that was no longer his. The bare bed frame and empty desk remained, but other than that, there was nothing. Hiccup went back downstairs without a word, and did not glance at his wife as he crossed the room.

There weren't many people out at this hour, and the one or two he passed seemed too drunk to notice him. He knocked at Gobber's door with his foot. There was no answer, so he knocked again, this time without stopping. Valka pounded an accompanying rhythm on his shoulders and babbled loudly.

Heavy, uneven footsteps sounded from inside, and the door was finally flung open. "If you didn't have the kids with you-" Gobber started to snarl, but then broke off. He stared much as Astrid had, though with less fear and more pain.

"I'm back," Hiccup said softly.

"Ach, lad." The man sounded close to tears. "Don't do this to me. I'll come with you in the next raid, and gladly, but...not like this, quiet and shameful..."

This time, Hiccup didn't feel even the slightest urge to laugh. "I'm not dead, Gobber," he murmured, "and it's not your time yet. The dragons didn't kill me. I came back."

Valka let out a cranky, "Waaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh" noise and flopped over backwards. Hiccup struggled to hold onto her, and was grateful when Gobber took the little girl out of his arm.

"Now, stop that, Val," the older man scolded gently. "You're not old enough yet to take a bump on the head and walk away laughing."

"Can we sleep here, Gobber? Astrid kicked me out..."

Gobber stared.

"I mean, she didn't 'kick me out,' per se, but...all my stuff is gone. She just... What, the _instant_ I left, she threw all my stuff on the garbage heap?"

"It's here," Gobber said faintly, still staring at Hiccup as if not quite convinced he wasn't a ghost. "In the back room...the forge, you know; _your_ room, really..."

Hiccup stepped back far enough to peer into the forge, but of course it was too dark to see. He meant to go investigate, but found that he couldn't bear for his daughter to be out of his sight. "Here, give me Val back. Can you bring a candle?"

His personal belongings were, indeed, packed up in trunks and crates stacked up in the back room. "I couldn't bear to see them thrown out or given to someone else," Gobber confessed. "She asked me to pick out anything of yours that I wanted, but I took it all. I just...I couldn't..."

"I'm sorry, Gobber. I wouldn't have left if I could help it, I _swear_. I wanted so, so badly to come back, I wish I could have come sooner."

Gobber hugged him then, arms encircling father and children alike. Then he herded them back into his home, where Hiccup settled the children for the night and made up a bed for himself on the floor and told Gobber his story. "I thought I was going to die. Like, it took maybe two or three days of being terrified out of my mind before I finally realized they weren't going to eat me."

"Why _didn't_ they eat you, lad?"

"I...I don't know, Gobber. They...they're really different. They were _so different_, Gobber, I don't even think they were the same flock." The more Hiccup spoke of this, the more convinced of it he became. "They can't have been the same flock. There were _so many species_, Gobber, more than I was able to keep track of, not just the few who always attack here. And they weren't... They were _nice_, Gobber."

The older man barked out a laugh.

"No, really! They...I mean...you just have to take my word for it. They _weren't_ cruel or vicious at all. They would...they were _happy_, they played together and were affectionate, they were...I mean, they were like people, you know? Not monsters. Just people."

"You sound so much like your mother," Gobber murmured.

"Oh, Gobber, that's the other thing - they KNEW MOM! They knew her, they _remembered_ her, Cloudjumper, he's that four-winged one who took her, he...he took her just like Toothless took me, Toothless is the Night Fury, but they didn't want to hurt us, they thought they were _rescuing_ us, and Mom, she was there for a long time, I don't know how long, but she died and they _missed her_, the king...oh, man, the king, where do I start?"

"Hiccup," Gobber said, very quietly, "I think you ought to get some sleep now."

"What?"

"Please, lad."

"...You think I'm crazy, don't you."

Gobber sighed heavily. "All I know is that I'm glad beyond belief that you're back, but you are breaking my heart, Hiccup."

Hiccup couldn't speak for a minute. Finally he was able to whisper, "Good night, Gobber."

"Good night, lad. If this is a dream, then it's a pretty good one."

"Mm..."

_To be continued..._
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The next morning, Hiccup was awakened early by Valka's hungry yells and her brother's annoyed fussing at the noise. Hiccup took them back to his house, ignoring the amazement of the villagers he passed, but found only Astrid's mother home, and was told that his wife had been gone all night. "She's so shocked, H-Hiccup...she-"

Villagers were crowding around Hiccup by now, demanding his attention and causing anxiety to Finn and riling up Valka even more.

"All of you, _shut up_," Hiccup shouted. Then, taking quick advantage of the surprised but undoubtedly brief lull, "_Someone_ find my wife, or anyone with useful breasts, and bring her here so my kids can get fed."

"AAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!" Valka emphasized.

"I'm here," a voice called. Astrid shoved her way through the crowd and came to a stop in front of her family. She looked like she had been out in the woods throwing axes all night. She seemed to want to just stand there and stare at him, but Hiccup ignored her regard and handed over Valka.

Astrid glared around at the crowd as she adjusted her clothing to accommodate her hungry daughter. "Seriously, all of you _shut up_. Mom, Gobber, Hiccup, Fishlegs, inside, and someone go get Gothi and Phlegma. The rest of you, _get lost_, there's work to do. I'll tell you what's going on as soon as _I_ know." Then, when most of them were slow to obey, "GET LOST."

The little group gathered around inside the chieftain's house, Astrid still feeding Valka as Hiccup comforted Finn, trying to feed the hungry boy bits of mashed up food until it was his turn to nurse.

"Talk, Hiccup."

He did, telling them what had happened to him without revealing any information they could use to find the king's nest and hurt the flock. Hiccup often spoke in croons, his words meant for the adult listeners but his tone and eyes and expression meant for his babies.

"How many new species were there?" Fishlegs asked eagerly, pencil poised over his notebook.

"Hundreds," Hiccup cooed at Valka, who was in his lap by now as Finn took his turn to feed. "Sooooo many, I couldn't keep track."

"I really do think it had to have been a different flock altogether," Fishlegs mused. "If that's true, then what Hiccup says might have some merit. Maybe there's something wrong specifically with the Helheim's Gate flock, but other dragons actually-"

"Let's not waste time with useless speculation," Astrid said, exasperated by the way Hiccup in the flesh kept _not fitting_ with her impressions of him when he'd still been 'dead.' She could not understand why he had no interest in pursuit or vengeance. "Hiccup, I know you're not stupid. You can tell me _something_, at least! What _direction_ were you headed when it flew off with you?"

"I don't know~" Hiccup sing-songed, lifting Valka up and down and up and down as she kicked her feet and laughed. "I was too scared out of my mind~ to pay attention to directions~"

"Did the Night Fury really have retractable teeth?" Fishlegs asked eagerly.

"Yup~"

"How big was this 'king' dragon?" Phlegma asked, businesslike.

Hiccup paused, finally looking directly at the adults. "Don't even think about it. It'd be like trying to kill a _mountain_. You can't. Physically impossible. You _can't_."

Astrid snorted.

"Astrid, he is HALF THE SIZE OF BERK, and he can _read minds_. He'd probably sense you coming and send out troops to wipe out whatever puny fleet we could muster up to send against him. That is, if he doesn't come out himself and just bat the ships to pieces. Like a kid playing bashyball, it'd be as easy for him as that."

"You don't think much of us, do you!" Astrid said angrily. "We're _Vikings_! We've _earned_ our reputation, there's no one we can't take on and win!"

Hiccup stared at her silently, disgusted, wishing there was some way for him to take his children and return to the dragon king's nest forever.

"Don't give me that look," Astrid growled.

"You have no idea what you're talking about," Hiccup said in a deliberate sort of way, lifting his head in challenge. He was pretty sure she wouldn't attack him in front of witnesses whose respect she most needed, especially while she and he were both holding their children.

Astrid's fist clenched as she seemed to be visibly trying to restrain herself.

"C-Could we try, maybe, an ambush of some kind?" Fishlegs tried to intervene nervously.

"Mind-reader, Legs," Hiccup reminded him.

"Ridiculous," Phlegma scoffed. "How do we know you're not just making all this up, boy?"

"Yes, I totally planned to get _carried off by a Night Fury_. I have totally valid reasons for lying about something like this. What are those reasons, by the way? Do tell, since I seem to have forgotten."

The woman scowled. "You've always been mad, boy. How should _I_ know how a child of Loki thinks?"

Hiccup gritted his teeth and curled his left hand protectively.

"This is the _man_ who spent four years trying to take down a Night Fury," Gobber growled, "who thought he could slay dragons even though he couldn't lift a hammer or swing an axe, and who would've gone through dragon training if his father hadn't been an overprotective worrier. If _he_ says we ought to have second thoughts about taking on this dragon king of his in battle, I think we'd be stupid not to listen."

Hiccup shot him a grateful look. Finn, fussing now that he'd finished eating, was handed back to him, and he returned most of his attention to his children.

"We ought to be focusing more on our own troubles than on Hiccup's mystery flock," Astrid's mother said. "It's the dragons of Helheim's Gate that are the problem. We can't afford to waste resources attacking an entirely different flock who mostly steer clear of us, anyway."

Gothi started drawing symbols for Gobber and Fishlegs, who leaned closer to inspect them. "She says that we should be thankful for the return of our blacksmith, and that sometimes madmen are so because of the touch of the divine on their fates," Gobber translated.

"We really do need you, Hiccup," Fishlegs said, glancing a little sheepishly at Gobber. "It was starting to get pretty bad... He's got only one arm, you know; and he's...not getting any younger..."

"It's only the truth," Gobber grumbled.

"I know, I get it," Hiccup sighed. "I exist to fix your weapons and keep house for the chief. I never said I wasn't fine with that."

There was an awkward pause.

"So," Astrid's mother concluded, "now that we have Hiccup back, it doesn't really seem to matter where he's actually been or what he's been up to all this time or how he escaped."

Fishlegs looked troubled. "We're just going to keep doing what we've always been doing...?"

"What do we tell the rest of the village?" Phlegma asked. "There's no way anyone's going to give credence to this ridiculous story of his."

"Why not?" Hiccup challenged. No one answered him, and only Gobber, Fishlegs, and Gothi even bothered to glance at him.

Astrid sighed. "We'll say that when he got carried off, the Fury got shot down midflight by...I don't know, Bogs, who held Hiccup captive for breeding stock until he managed to seduce his way to freedom."

Hiccup stared at her incredulously.

Phlegma snorted. "No one would believe that - the boy couldn't seduce his way out of a barrel of mackerel. And who'd want a runt for stud, anyway?"

"My husband has already sired a healthy son and daughter," Astrid snarled, "and is quite capable of satisfying a woman in bed when he _chooses_ to." There was another long pause.

"Outcasts," Astrid's mother finally suggested. "He wouldn't need to seduce anyone in that version."

_'It's not enough that I'm secretly a woman's bed-slave in real life,'_ Hiccup thought angrily, _'now I also get raped by Outcasts in my publicly announced fake escape scenario? Yes, that'll do _wonders_ for my reputation.'_

Before he could settle on a strategic way to say this, Gobber gave voice to his outrage. "You can't do that to him! He's held in low enough esteem already, a story like that would completely destroy him!"

"Meatheads," Fishlegs offered. "They used to be our closest allies before...well, you know... Maybe they let him go out of respect to- Er, the last chief. Or he talked his way out of it, or tricked them. Or something."

Everyone looked at Hiccup again, who ignored them as he played with the babies.

"The boy does have a tongue on him," Phlegma commented. "He could trick a particularly stupid guard."

There was a general noise of mild assent.

"Are we done with this little 'Hiccup is a crazy liar' session?" Hiccup said. "Because I want to get back to my _real_ work. I've missed the forge." _'Getting to _craft_ things the way I want them, instead of having to constantly make do with scraps...'_

An official announcement was made about the cover story for Hiccup's abduction and return. Despite that, it seemed like everyone in the village kept eagerly coming up to interrogate Hiccup in the forge, and he started making a game out of feeding them increasingly wild stories. "Oh, you know, it wasn't a big deal, the Night Fury was charmed by my might and charisma...I fought my way single-handed past a hundred dragons and then paddled back home on a raft I made from driftwood...Thor himself descended from Asgard and brought me to safety..."

He still couldn't bear to let the twins out of his sight even for a moment, and Gobber, smiling and whistling cheerfully, similarly stayed close to him as well. The man didn't leave Hiccup's side until late that night after supper, when Astrid gave a meaningful look to him and her mother. "Mom, Gobber...do you think I could have some time alone with my family?"

Both of them seemed very reluctant to leave, but they eventually did so. Hiccup was oblivious, wholly absorbed by the babies, looking peaceful and content.

At last, Astrid was alone with her husband and children. She watched them for a while, Finn asleep in his cradle, Valka in Hiccup's arms, babbling cheerfully at him as he crooned and murmured back.

He was unbelievably attractive. Still as skinny as ever, but that didn't seem to matter anymore. He had taken on a new light in Astrid's eyes, as a brave man who, despite his frustrating idiosyncrasies, _was_ strong in his own way, too strong to be overcome by an iron-willed woman, too strong for a Night Fury, too strong for death. Strong and yet incredibly tender, touching and caressing his children as if they were the most precious treasures on earth.

Astrid, watching him at that moment, wanted him intensely. She craved her slender, soft-spoken husband more than any fantasy man she had ever dreamed of in the past. "Hiccup."

"Hm?"

She approached cautiously, as if he was a not-quite-tame horse. "So..." She knelt and lightly put her arms around him. "I suppose you've been through quite an ordeal..."

"I missed them sooooo much," Hiccup sighed, nuzzling Valka's cheek like a dragon. "_So much_...I could have been so happy there if not for them, but knowing they were here without me made me feel like I was dying inside..."

Astrid hesitated. "You're here now."

"I'm back, precious," Hiccup whispered tenderly to his daughter. "I will never, ever leave you again."

"Hiccup...as soon as she's asleep...you'll come to bed, right?"

He looked at her, _finally_ picking up on her longing. His eyes widened.

"I missed you," she said softly.

He swallowed. "I... You didn't...you didn't find a lover when I was...away...?"

She frowned. "No."

He was staring at her so helplessly, it was a little insulting, that he seemed to have expected her to move right on to another man the instant he was gone (as if there were even any options...). "Why not?"

She tugged him close and kissed him gently. "Because I wanted you."

He kept staring at her.

"I've _always_ wanted you, Hiccup."

"Always?" he said dubiously.

"...Well, for a long time."

Valka stirred curiously between them.

Hiccup's breath was coming a little faster, though apparently not from desire. "N-Not...not tonight, Astrid, please..."

"What?"

He leaned away, hugging Valka. "Please. It's not you, it's me, I can't...I really don't...I can't..."

She frowned.

"I'll make it up to you, I promise," he said hurriedly. "As soon as I... I just... Please, Astrid. Not tonight."

She tried so hard to be patient and understanding. "Why not?"

"I...I'm tired."

"...Fine, then, the sex can wait. But at least come sleep with me."

He turned away, still hugging Valka as if she was a child's comforting toy.

"I just want to feel your body lying beside mine, Hiccup! I just want...I _need_ you. I need you, Hiccup."

"I need them," he pleaded. "Just _one night_, Astrid. Give me one night with them, and then I'll...I'll try."

She glared at him for a minute, disappointed and frustrated, as well as baffled by the genuine fear in his eyes. Why in the world was he afraid?

He was still clutching Valka, and now had the sleeping Finn cradled in his other arm. A thought occurred to Astrid. "You don't want to _have sex_, or you don't want to _leave the kids_?"

Now he was the one who looked confused. "What?"

She took hold of his shoulders and gently tugged him to his feet and over to the bed without trying to take the children away from him.

"Wha-?" She pushed him down, and he stared at her. "I- I don't want...?"

"You can hold on to them the whole time, for all I care. But you don't mind the actual sex part, right?"

He stared at her a minute longer, then burst into a quiet peal of incredulous laughter. "You are _addicted_!" he realized.

"Yes," she growled, sobering him instantly. "I am." She saw the protective way he clutched the children, so she tried to soften her voice. "I _hate_ that I am, but there's nothing I can do about it, and you're _here_, and...I don't care if they are, too. I don't want to force you, but...you'll let me? Like this?" She tried not to let her tone sound as desperate as she felt.

"This is ridiculous," he chuckled darkly, but then said, "Whatever. Fine."

She exhaled in relief and started tugging at his clothes.

"Wait, wait-!" [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*], he hastily set the awake baby to one side and carefully laid down the sleeping one on the other. "Okay, Finn, sshh, stay asleep," he said in the softest of whispers before turning to his daughter, who was sitting up and watching curiously. "Hey, Val, hey-" He reached for her and smiled when she grasped his arm until Astrid's ministrations snatched his attention. "_Aah_!"

"Aah," Valka imitated.

"Okay," Hiccup panted, "okay, this is so - acgh! - awkward-"

"Stop _squirming_, Hiccup," Astrid complained [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*].

"Just give me _two seconds_ to get the kids settled!" he exclaimed, dragging the baby back up before she could crawl over to investigate. Val protested indignantly, so he distracted her by ruffling her hair, and she took the opportunity to bite his wrist.

Hiccup had never in his life had to multitask to such an extent. [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*] were an insistent distraction as he used one hand to muffle his own noises [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*]

Val screeched a protest [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*], which made Finn start to fuss a little. Hiccup comforted the sleepy baby with his arm until Finn settled a little. At the same time, [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*], he made a dragonlike sound at Valka. She seemed pleased enough with the funny sound and however his face was contorted to momentarily stop her yelling.

A few moments were all he needed. His seeking fingers finally closed on something - the candle holder. He couldn't give Val the current candle, since the wax drippings would probably break off and choke her, but it did give him the idea to reach just a little farther and grab the spare candle, which had never been lit. This he offered to Val, who seemed interested enough in the new texture [*censored because FFN is stupid; read this fic on AO3 instead*].

Astrid panted, amazed, "How can you...take care of two babies...when you're doing _this_...at the same time...?!"

Already stretched too thin, Hiccup didn't even try to answer.

_To be continued..._
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There were a few changes, such as that, in practice, Hiccup now lived at Gobber's place with the babies. Most of his interactions with his wife in what was technically their own home pretty much consisted of only two activities, which made him feel like he was bartering sex for breast milk. Hiccup's abduction and escape also seemed to have transformed him somewhat from an object of scorn into an interesting freak. Otherwise, life quickly settled back into a routine.

Until the next dragon raid.

Hiccup couldn't work at _all_. He got yelled at by both Astrid and Gobber until he pled trauma from his abduction, then crouched uselessly in a corner of the forge, clutching his babies and staring out at the invading force in fresh horror and desperate, painful confusion.

There was something wrong with these dragons. Now that he knew what real dragons were like, he could tell that there was something WRONG with these creatures who mercilessly pillaged and stole and destroyed and hurt. _'You can see it in their eyes...it's like they're not even there. It's like monsters have stolen their bodies and are using them to hurt us. ...Where did their souls go?'_

Afterward, he tried to make up for his lack of help in the forge during the battle by throwing himself without complaint into medical care and repair efforts. He went to bed exhausted that night, even later than Astrid did. He worked hard again all the next day and took longer getting to sleep that night. He thought for a long time. In the morning, he asked Astrid if he could relieve the caretaker of the captive dragons whenever he had a chance.

She stared at him. "Dragons scare you to death."

He fidgeted resentfully. "No...not really..."

"Then what were you doing cowering on the floor the last raid?" she demanded.

Oh. "Well, I mean, okay, I was traumatized a bit, but I want to, uh...face my fears, you know? And...conquer them." He had always been a lousy liar when he was unsure of himself, but she didn't seem to scrutinize him too closely.

"Whatever. You are impossible. Just...just don't shirk in the forge, and be here when I need you in the evenings; otherwise, I don't care what you do anymore, Hiccup. I will never understand you."

"Okay," he said restlessly, losing interest in speaking to her now that he'd gotten what he wanted.

"And _don't_ you dare get yourself carried off again," she said sharply.

"I won't!"

o.o.o.o.o

Once again, the babies caused a dilemma for him. If Hiccup had been on his own, he would not have hesitated to walk straight into the arena unarmed, but he had his children to think of.

_'Well,'_ he amended, _'I guess _technically_, it's my own fault, not theirs...'_ The separation anxiety he had developed since his abduction was crippling...he still couldn't bear to be too far away from his children. He had improved enough that he could now tolerate having sex with his wife while the babies were simply in the same room rather than having to actually be in the bed with them, but he still couldn't stand to truly leave his children, even for an hour.

_'Make a choice, Haddock,'_ he told himself. _'Figure out what's wrong with the dragons and put your kids in mortal danger, or give in to your own selfish cowardice and let these poor draugr keep terrorizing your people. It'll only be a matter of time before Finn or Val becomes one of the casualties. ...Or, take a third option and solve the mystery while keeping your kids safe. No-brainer, right? RIGHT, HADDOCK?'_

It was one of the hardest things he had ever done. He wept as he gave his children into Gobber's care, and couldn't leave for a while as he hugged and kissed them. Finn cried, easily picking up on his distress; Valka loudly indicated her disapproval of his mood.

"I'll come back...I'll come back, I'll come back, I'll come back..."

"You don't have to do this, Hiccup," Gobber said hesitantly. He had no idea where the young man was going, but he couldn't stand to see the last three people he cared about in tears.

"It never ends...I wish Toothless really had torn out my guts, that's what this feels like, it's what my whole life always, always feels like..."

He made it to the arena, but then he just lay curled up in the middle of it, desperately alone, feeling like his heart was bleeding in a great unseen pool around him. ...It would mingle with the old bloodstains he started to notice on the floor.

Dragons' blood. Countless creatures slain here, feeling all the anguish in their bodies that he was feeling in his soul now.

Hiccup lay quietly, feeling strangely in tune with the ghosts of these creatures. He listened to the rustling and occasional muffled growls of their living counterparts, still locked behind heavy doors.

_'So much pain. This war has cost you just as much as it has us. ...Why do you keep at it? ...What is your nest like?'_ A horrible thought struck him. _'What is your king like?!'_ He sat up, breathing hard. The king _he'd_ met had always fed his people so that they had no need to raid and pillage. But if the nest hiding in the dark mists of Helheim's Gate was anything like the nest in the Sanctuary, it would have its own king, its own hopelessly massive, mind-reading titan ruler...

Hiccup rushed home, reclaimed his children, shut himself in the forge's back room with them, and scribbled furiously in a fresh notebook until his hand ached. _'We've never been at war with them. We've been at war with IT. That THING, that physically-impossible-to-kill THING is a failure of a ruler, it's been sending them against us all this time, it's making us do its job for it, it will never, ever stop until we have nothing left to steal, until we're all dead...'_

The next afternoon, he tore himself away from his babies again and went back to the arena, which was far from the hub of the village and therefore deserted when there was no training or events going on. He set a piece of fish down outside one of the pens, then released the dragon.

The Terrible Terror came rushing out, snarling fiercely until he literally tripped over the fish. He instantly whirled and devoured the food in one gulp. Before he could get his bearings, Hiccup tossed another piece of fish, and the tiny dragon devoured that one, too. He raised his head and fixed his bulbous eyes on Hiccup. Before he could decide how to respond to the quiet, food-dispensing human, Hiccup threw another morsel. Then he sat down.

After the Terror had swallowed the third offering, he came trotting over to Hiccup and paused, gazing at him warily and a little curiously. Hiccup didn't move. He felt relatively safe, since he had taken the precaution of wearing gloves and a helmet with a visor to cover his face, so that there was no exposed skin for the little dragon to bite with its venomous fangs.

The Terror sniffed at him.

"Hi there."

The dragon climbed into his lap like an awkward lizard-puppy. Hiccup cautiously petted him. The dragon rested his chin on Hiccup's knee and relaxed. Hiccup hesitated, then removed his glove and scratched the bases of the dragon's horns. The little creature purred and butted his hand for more. Hiccup smiled and obliged. "You're just fine when you're out of your king's thrall and not being chased around and yelled at and jabbed with scary pointy things, aren't you." The dragon crooned in response.

Hiccup petted him for a while longer. Then he lured the animal back into the pen with another piece of fish, returned to his children, and stayed up writing and sketching in his new dragon notebook until the wee hours of the morning.

o.o.o.o.o

Even though Hiccup felt fairly confident now about what he was doing, there was still a good chance that he'd screw up (he _was_ Hiccup, after all...) and get himself killed by one of the bigger dragons. Before he returned to the arena the next day, he updated his will and wrote letters to both of his children, entrusting the sealed documents to Gobber. Then he headed off with his notebook in hand.

He was a little inclined in favor of the Gronckle, since the mother dragon who had carried him the last leg of his journey home had been one of that species. He took a deep breath and opened the beast's pen.

She came tearing out much as the Terror had, looking around wild-eyed before her eyes fell on Hiccup. She charged at him. He couldn't help backing up against the wall in alarm, but he kept his hands up unthreateningly.

He was horrified when she opened her glowing mouth, but then she paused before blasting him. She sniffed at his lap, where the Terrible Terror had rested the day before. The Gronckle growled warily, but Hiccup could see fear in her eyes.

Speaking of eyes. They'd _changed_, just as Toothless's had months ago. The pupils had been slitted with fear and fury; now they were wider, warmer. "Welcome back," Hiccup whispered. He let his hand hover in front of her heaving nostrils for a minute. Then he very gently laid his palm on her face.

Once he had gained her trust, she lay down heavily beside him and leaned against him, not responding to his attempts to engage her. He finally realized that it seemed to be comfort she sought, and when he caressed her soothingly, she nuzzled into him, seeking more. "You're so sad," he murmured, his heart swelling with compassion. "Are you a mother, too, like my friend out there? Did you leave babies behind when you were captured, like I did?" It was a horrible thought that struck him to the core. He found himself leaning over her and weeping, aching for his children even now, and she joined in his tears with a high, keening sound of grief. They cried together for a long time.

o.o.o.o.o

The Nadder responded well to praise and compliments, and seemed to be most relaxed when he avoided her blind spot and allowed her to examine him to her satisfaction. The Nightmare gave him the biggest scare at first, but curiosity eventually won out over battle lust, and Hiccup got the second-most feared dragon of the invading flock to channel his energy into games. The Zippleback was the hardest to win over, almost disdainfully keeping his (their?) distance even after Hiccup managed to convince him/them that he meant no harm, but even the unimpressed two-headed dragon did no more than wreathe him in gas and spark threateningly, without actually going so far as to blow him up.

Hiccup fed them and talked to them and petted them and played with them and tended their wounds whenever warriors came to use them for training. Hiccup also did some training of his own, teaching the dragons things like to confine their licking to certain areas of his body rather than indiscriminately glopping drool all over him (a particular problem with the Gronckle), how to find alternatives to marking him that didn't involve biting (a rather urgent problem with the Nightmare), how to fetch various items and bring them to him (the Nadder seemed particularly fond of this activity), and how to wait their turn if more than one dragon was out of its pen at feeding time (the Terror never seemed to master this particular lesson).

Hiccup had started letting them out in pairs once they were all used to him individually. They seemed delighted to be able to interact with each other, nearly hurting him a few times by accident in their exuberance at being reunited with their own kind. At last, Hiccup let all five dragons out of their pens at the same time. They milled around him, vocalizing happily and rubbing and licking scent onto him, the Nadder preening him and the Gronckle nuzzling him with particular affection.

He might as well have been back at the Sanctuary. These were _real_ dragons, their souls restored, their eyes full of life and warmth. These dragons would never hurt him. Their fallen king could not reach them here, they were not Hiccup's enemies.

Still, it was a whole week before the young Viking convinced himself that it was all right to bring his children to the arena with him. The dragons instantly picked up on his anxiety and grew more agitated in response, and he clutched his babies hard and prayed that if he'd miscalculated, he would get killed as well, instead of having to live with the agony of knowing that he'd brought his own children to their deaths.

There had been no need to worry. Hound, the Gronckle, picked up the babies' scent first and cried out in delight, and Reign the Nadder eagerly shoved her way forward, and Gecko the Terror clambered to Hiccup's shoulders so he could get a better look, and the twins became the center of loving draconic attention.

Valka was utterly delighted. Volcano the Nightmare soon claimed her and carried her around proudly, uncharacteristically gentle. Hiccup was surprised and relieved when Finn didn't seem to be upset. Indeed, as the baby was licked by Hound, he kept trying to reach up to grab the Gronckle's tongue, babbling in confusion and growing annoyance every time his tiny hands slid right off the slippery muscle.

Hiccup felt tears of relief and joy sliding down his face. Dragons really were people. Even the dragons of Helheim's Gate were _people_, simply locked in some sort of prison of the mind that they could be freed from. He could trust them not only with his own life, but with his most precious treasures.

The joy slowly faded to dismay as he watched confirmation that everything his people had known about dragons was wrong - that, for centuries now, oceans of blood had been spilled for _nothing_.

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: I was lazy and gave the captive dragons in this AU the same personalities and sexes as the canon ones.
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Hiccup hadn't thought ahead far enough.

"I heard that you've taken over at the arena completely."

Hiccup looked up at his wife, not realizing that the spoonful of gloppy food he was holding had paused on its way to Finn's mouth. The baby made an irritated noise and leaned forward a little to reach. "Huh?"

"The dragons," Astrid said in mild exasperation. "Apparently you've been doing _all_ the feeding and stuff lately. I'm actually pretty impressed - I know you've got a full plate already with the forge and the kids and everything else, I don't even know how you find time for a second job."

"Yeah...I like the work," Hiccup muttered, now trying to maneuver a spoonful of food into Valka's mouth while avoiding her flailing hands.

"That's nice. I hope you don't like it _too_ much, though, since you'll be getting a long break soon."

"What?"

The exasperated look was back. "_Winter_, Hiccup. Winter's coming."

He accidentally dropped the spoon. He was instantly on his hands and knees to clean up the splattered morsel of food, so that Astrid wouldn't see the horrified look on his face.

Hiccup couldn't believe he'd forgotten. The Hooligans barely had enough food for themselves to survive, there was no way they could keep feeding five dragons throughout the barren winters. One of the dragon caretaker's duties was to slaughter each batch of captives at the approach of the darkest time of year.

Hiccup immediately knew that he couldn't do it. Hound and the others were his friends now, killing them would be murder. He would not stain his hands, or anyone else's, with their blood.

His face was perfectly composed by the time he emerged from under the table.

"Are you all right?" Astrid asked.

"Yeah."

"I can send someone to help you-"

"Nope, it's fine, I can handle it. Thanks for the offer, though."

"Are you _sure_?" she said dubiously.

"It's not like I have to take them on in a fair fight. I can poison them or something."

"No. I don't want to waste food on that."

"_Darts_, Astrid. I don't have to poison their food, I just have to get it into their bloodstream."

"Fine. I'll put together a sign-up list for everyone who wants some last-minute practice and try to get it to you in a couple of days."

"Okay. Thanks."

o.o.o.o.o

The deadline was not immediate, since there was still more than a week's worth of food rations for the dragons. Unfortunately, the warriors tended to squeeze in extra training during the last bit of availability, which made it a little more nerve-wracking for Hiccup to plan.

He also wanted, before he did anything drastic, to see if he could change the villagers' minds about dragons. He started with Gobber. "Hey...so, you know my friend I was telling you about?"

"Friend?" Gobber said, looking baffled.

"Yeah... You know, Toothless," Hiccup clarified, trying to sound casual. "My Night Fury friend."

Gobber lowered his hammer and gave Hiccup a hard look.

"I'm not crazy, Gobber," Hiccup said softly. "I know it's hard to understand, especially for you all who've been fighting dragons for so much longer than my generation has, but-"

"I loved your mother," Gobber said gruffly, "she was one of my best friends, and I'm glad you reminded your dad of her. But, Hiccup, she started crossing a line that no one ought to cross, and...not all the ways you take after her are for the best."

Hiccup took a deep breath, trying to stay calm. "Gobber...what if Mom was right?"

The glint in the older man's eyes was all ice and pain. "They've taken everything from me, Hiccup. They kept taking everything one by one, and then they took your dad. That broke me, but it still wasn't enough for them. They took you, too, and sometimes I think they'll probably come back for you. They won't stop until they've completely destroyed me. They're very close now, lad. It's too late."

"...I've flown among the clouds, Gobber," Hiccup said hopelessly. "If you ever get the chance to do that, you'll _know_. Dragons are-"

Gobber turned away and resumed work without a word.

Hiccup tried Fishlegs next, the only one in the village who seemed to be fascinated by dragons as a little more than just savage enemies to be destroyed. "I wonder if these wing/fin things are functional, they're so _huge_...!" Fishlegs exclaimed as he studied the picture Hiccup had drawn of the Bewilderbeast.

Fishlegs seemed to believe everything Hiccup said- At least, he was eager to listen. It wasn't until Hiccup started talking about trying to befriend the dragons and break them of the mind control that Fishlegs's face started to fall.

"We can do it, Legs," Hiccup insisted. "And if we deprive the Helheim king of enough of his minions, then-"

"Hiccup," Fishlegs said very quietly, and Hiccup already knew he had lost. "I...I don't think you're...really aware of the scale of a project like this. Or how much we'd be risking and how much there is to lose... We're barely holding on as it is, I-"

"I get it, Fishlegs. Thanks for listening."

He had no hope left, but he tried Astrid anyway. Instead of leaving as soon as they were finished that night, he stayed to cuddle with her in bed afterward, and she seemed a little surprised but in too good a mood to question why his arms stayed around her. "Astrid," he whispered.

"Mm," she murmured in contentment.

"I have to ask you something..."

She sighed, tensing slightly as she realized that of course there was an ulterior motive. Between the two of them, nothing was ever given for free. "What is it?" she mumbled into his shoulder.

He was silent for a while, stroking a thumb back and forth across her cheek. Finally he said, "I wish you could believe me about the dragons."

"They're monsters, Hiccup," she said wearily. "You _know_ this, at least you did before. They don't know how to do anything except steal and kill and destroy."

"Maybe their _leader_ does, okay. But they wouldn't be able to resist him, Astrid. He could force them to do things they _wouldn't do_ otherwise, they-"

She sat up and glared a warning at him.

He hurriedly sat up as well. "We can...if we release them far enough north, maybe they'll be out of range of that thing's influence, maybe they can make their way to-"

"Release who?" Astrid said, her voice dangerous.

Hiccup swallowed. "I can...I can show you. They're so gentle now."

"_Who_, Hiccup."

That was not a voice to be disobeyed or put off. "The...dragons. In the arena."

After a long silence, she said in the same tone, "I don't know what you're up to, but it needs to stop _right now_. ...I should probably appoint someone else as caretaker."

He tried to control his panic, and managed to shrug fairly nonchalantly. "It'll be a hassle trying to fill the post so close to the end of the season. By the time I teach the new guy what to do with the beasts and make sure he's got all those last-minute training sign-ups sorted out, it'll be the end, anyway."

Astrid considered a moment, then pointed straight at his chest. "Don't try anything. Don't be _you_ for just one week, Hiccup."

"I'll try, chief."

"Please leave."

"Good night." He got dressed and carefully picked up his sleeping daughter. Finn lay awake but quiet, sucking his thumb as he gazed at the fire. Hiccup carried the children away, ignoring Astrid's suspicious expression.

o.o.o.o.o

Hiccup didn't manage to find an opportunity to save the arena dragons before there was another raid. He could not bring himself to repair and supply weapons that would be used to kill enslaved creatures, so instead of helping Gobber in the forge, he unflinchingly allowed himself to be branded a coward, taking the twins and hiding with the village children in the cave shelter. He took up a shield and dagger and claimed a spot guarding the entrance, but even the ten- and eleven-year-olds doing the same glared at him distastefully and moved away. He stared straight ahead without acknowledging their snubs.

Very rarely had a dragon ever been known to find the shelter. The loss of even one child from such incidents was even rarer, to such an extent that there were no confirmed instances of it ever actually happening.

In any case, the young guards were really just a precaution, thus no one was prepared to see the head of a Monstrous Nightmare suddenly dip down into the cave entrance and growl.

The children immediately burst into terrified screams, prompting the Nightmare to light itself on fire. Hiccup, getting over an initial moment of shock, flung away his weapon and his shield and walked toward the dragon with his arms outstretched, as if to shield both parties from each other. "Nothing to worry about, kids," he called amiably over his shoulder.

"AAAAAHHHHH!"

"We're gonna die we're gonna die we're gonna diiiiieeee!"

"MOM! I WANT MY MOM!"

"Someone help us!"

Hiccup halted before coming too close to the Nightmare and looked up at it with averted eyes. "Noisy bunch, aren't they," he remarked.

The dragon rumbled warily.

Hiccup raised his hand for the dragon to sniff, still not making eye contact. "My name's Hiccup. Can you smell my friends on me? Old flockmates of yours, huh?"

The dragon sniffed, then dropped to the ground and approached to investigate him more closely. Some of the children, especially near the back of the cave, were still screaming or crying, but most of them were staring, mesmerized.

"There's no food here," Hiccup said softly, venturing to scratch the same spot on the dragon's head that he knew Volcano liked. The Nightmare made a pleased croaking sound. "Just little ones. Only human hatchlings, that's all. Go away, please?" He stepped back and made a slow and exaggerated shooing motion with his arms.

The Monstrous Nightmare shook its head, then turned and flew away.

Some of the children who hadn't been crying now burst into tears; some of those who had previously been crying were now anxiously asking those with better views what had happened. Others were simply staring at Hiccup in confusion and distrust.

Hiccup met their gazes steadily. "Dragons don't want to hurt us. Someone bad is _making_ them do it. If we help them and set them free, they can be our friends."

"Dragon-lover." One of the older children spat the words like a curse. "Filthy dragon-lover." The phrase circulated among the group in murmurs, then suddenly it became a hostile chant. "Dragon-lover! Dragon-lover! Dragon-lover!"

Hiccup picked up his children and walked away.

o.o.o.o.o

Hiccup finally managed to find an opportunity before the food ran out, early on a clear, cold evening. He let all the dragons out of their pens and fed them the last of the food and caressed them sadly. Hound, Gecko, and Reign stuck particularly close to him as if they could sense his disquiet.

"This is goodbye, guys, Hiccup said softly. "I probably won't ever see you again, but as long as you survive, that's all right. Live, and fly. Fly far away from your monster and my monsters, and be safe." He walked over to the open gate and gestured, a little surprised that none of them had noticed it.

None of them took off right away. They simply stared at the gate for a while, wide-eyed, then Reign very cautiously tiptoed to the threshold to examine it.

Volcano suddenly rushed past her and took flight. He crowed his joy to the sky, and Hiccup's heart soared to watch him.

A minute later, the Zippleback lumbered past, one head pausing to exhale fondly over Hiccup as the other head vocalized. Then that dragon was gone as well.

The others wouldn't leave. "Guys...guys, come on, you need to get out of here. I think they saw Volcano take off, they'll be here soon." Hiccup tried walking outside the gate, but Gecko just stayed perched on his shoulders. The two bigger dragons simply followed him and stopped walking when he did. "I'm serious, you need to go!"

All three animals suddenly stiffened in alarm, heads turned toward the village. "They're _coming_," Hiccup said urgently. "You need to _go_, and I can't be caught with you."

Vikings appeared at the other end of the path, breaking into shouts when they saw the dragons loose. Hiccup saw them and dashed away a few steps, which dislodged the Terror. Gecko tumbled into the air with a squawk, then turned his back in a miffed sort of way and flew off. Hiccup flapped his hands at Hound and Reign. "You too, girls! You too! _Go_! Hound, you have children who are waiting for you, how dare you abandon them!"

The Gronckle, looking torn, let out a devastated cry and launched into the air. Reign simply huddled closer to Hiccup, her wings twitching with fear and the spines on her tail standing erect.

"GO!" Hiccup slapped his hands hard against the reluctant Nadder.

All the dragons escaped in the end. Hiccup did not. He didn't resist as he was dragged back to the village and shoved to his knees before the chief and accused of treachery.

"_Hiccup_!"

He refused to look at her.

"Hiccup, how could you-?! I thought the kids were just making up stories about what you did during that raid, but _this_, Hiccup...!"

_'What will happen to my children?'_ he wondered in distress. _'How will she punish me?'_ He didn't think he could bear being locked up for too long, endless hours or days or perhaps weeks away from his children, but he would not protest. The dragons' lives had been worth it.

Astrid's hand seized his face and jerked his head up, forcing him to meet her furious eyes. "You _betrayed_ us. You've sided with _them_."

"All I did was save my friends from being murdered. They won't bother us again, they-"

"You just set free five monsters who were _in our grasp_! Every scrap they take from now on, every burn and every drop of shed blood, will be _your fault_, Hiccup."

"They won't-!"

"Aaagghh!" She turned away and screamed in fury, pacing in a little circle with her hands buried in her hair, then came to a stop and glared at him with an expression of pure poison. He gazed back calmly until someone put a mace into her hand.

Astrid stared at the weapon in her grasp for a minute. Hiccup's whole body flooded with heat, physically horrified as he realized he was about to die, but inside he felt completely numb, unable to summon a single thought or emotion.

After a very long moment, Astrid flung the weapon aside and strode forward to strike Hiccup hard across the face. "You are the enemy," she hissed. "You are not one of us. ...You have _never_ been one of us."

"A...Astrid...please, I-"

"Put him in a boat," she snapped. "Phlegma, you're coming with us."

Hiccup had felt nothing in reaction to the threat of death, but now panic and horror seized him as he realized he was being exiled. "Astrid, please!" He couldn't stop them from dragging him to the pier, no matter how hard he struggled. "NO! Astrid, don't do this, at least let me take them, please, at least let me take them with me, please, Astrid, please...!"

Astrid, light-headed with shock and fury and turmoil, had only intended to bring her advisor along, to help ground her emotionally and also to help physically subdue the prisoner if necessary. She did not expect Gobber to come toward her with her children in his arms. "Go back to work, Gobber. My mother will look after the twins."

"He has the right to say goodbye to them," the man ground out.

"He has _no rights at all_ anymore."

Gobber looked her square in the eye. "Finn and Val and I are coming with you. You will not deny us our farewells, Astrid, or else you'll be finding yourself short two smiths instead of just one."

Astrid ground her teeth, but there was nothing she could counter that with. She turned on her heel and marched away.

As soon as Hiccup saw Gobber approaching with the babies, he called out frantically and strained toward them, held back by Phlegma's grip. As soon as Gobber stepped into the boat, Hiccup snatched for his children, wrapping his arms around them and nuzzling their faces. Valka screeched and clutched hard at his hair; Finn flailed at him and cried. He held them close during the whole journey, bent over them and rocking slightly, crooning, trying to memorize their faces and their scent and their softness and every one of their sweet sounds and movements.

When the boat reached Exile Rock, Hiccup refused to move, and Phlegma had to hold him down as Astrid pried the children out of his arms. He screamed and begged, abandoning every scrap of pride as the women dragged him ashore. "Please, Astrid, please, I'll do anything, I'll do _anything_, please don't take my children, please, Astrid, _please_-"

"They are no longer your children, Outcast," Astrid snarled at him. "Traitor. You're as good as a murderer. If you are ever seen in Hooligan territory again, you will be killed on sight."

"Please...Astrid...please..." He clung to her, but she violently shoved him away and rushed to the boat, barely able to contain the tears in her own eyes. She was startled when Gobber handed the children to her.

The old blacksmith trudged over to Hiccup and stiffly knelt beside him. "Hiccup," he said helplessly, "I don't know... I almost- I almost would...rather not go home."

Hiccup gazed up at him, his grief a raw wound, tears sliding down his face.

"This dragon thing...just come back to yourself, Hiccup, cast off this madness. Just say the word, and I'll- You won't have to face this alone."

"...Dragons," Hiccup gasped out, "have been kinder to me than any..._any_ human...I ever knew."

Gobber looked crushed, and near tears himself. He embraced Hiccup, then climbed heavily to his feet and made his slow way to the boat, shoulders slumped as if all hope had deserted him. Phlegma pushed off and they began to row away, leaving Hiccup broken and alone.

He was in almost too much pain to cry. He gasped for breath, unseeing, clutching at his chest as if his heart had stopped. He trembled and could not have stood up even if he'd tried. _'They're gone...they're gone...I've lost them forever...'_ He was supposed to wait for the Outcasts to come upon him and decide whether or not to accept him into their illegitimate tribe, or else attempt to survive on his own, but he had no interest in either option. He wanted to walk into the sea and keep walking until he disappeared forever in its depths. He would have done so if he'd had the strength to stand.

After a while, a heavy body thumped to the ground beside him. A voice squawked in concern, then a set of sharp fangs started to gently preen him. After a while, Hiccup struggled to his hands and knees, creeping closer and burying his face against the four-winged dragon's warm scales. "Take me home, Cloudjumper," he whispered.

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: I believe it was my friend Anna who suggested to me that the captive dragons would probably be killed every year as food grew the most scarce, then a new batch of dragons would be captured after winter so the warriors could keep training. That idea made a lot of sense to me.
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The flight passed in a blur. Hiccup might have dozed off a bit on the Stormcutter's broad back, and though his body shivered as they traveled farther north, he couldn't actually feel the cold.

He had a distant sense of relief, even of homecoming, when he saw the great icy spikes of the dragon nest. When Cloudjumper came to a landing and set him gently on the ground, Hiccup submitted quite willingly to being greeted and fussed over by a swarm of delighted dragons.

As soon as Hiccup laid eyes on the king, he mentally flung himself at the great dragon and poured out his heart, weeping uncontrollably as he offered up _"Hurts hurts hurts hurts HURTS babies my precious Finn Val sweet small __**mine**__ babies babies LOST LOST LOST __**pain**__, ripping a hole in my chest tearing out my heart squeezing all the blood out of it flinging it mangled to the ground, I want to die, I hurt too much to die, hurts SO MUCH, mine my babies my Finn Val that I love so so so so so much, lost lost LOST help me crush me please help me __**crush me**__ hurts so much lost forever empty pain kill me...!"_

The king thought helplessly that there could be no monsters darker or more cruel than humans. He wondered if his tiny, _even more broken_ lost flockling was even human at all, if the poor creature was somehow a person that had inexplicably been born in a monster's body.

A small black dragon came tearing through the crowd, screeching in worry and excitement. Hiccup didn't even bother to look up - he held out his arms and braced himself just before Toothless crashed into him, covering him with dragon kisses and whining and pawing at him and marking him and loving him.

"I'm yours," Hiccup whispered. "All yours now. No human will ever own me again." When he had the strength, he climbed onto the Night Fury's back, and for a few hours he left his grief behind in the racing wind and stormy skies.

o.o.o.o.o

Flying was the only thing that really helped for a while. Otherwise, Hiccup could feel the grief as if it was an invisible extra companion, draped heavily over his shoulders and firmly gripping his mind.

During that first week, he could think of nothing but his lost children, and even after that, they were never far from his thoughts. He would wake up sobbing from nightmares, or would lie awake in the dark being slowly overwhelmed by his feelings until they came bursting out of him as screams. He couldn't lie still, he would wander out of the cave, crying out over and over again in agony, startling the nocturnal dragons and awakening the diurnal ones. If no one immediately snatched him up to fly him out of his misery, he would wander the nest wailing, sometimes tearing at his own flesh, until someone did.

He ate whatever the dragons offered him without tasting it; he flew so often that he actually wore Toothless out. He often found himself on random peaks and islands, curled for comfort into a wheezing, sprawled, exhausted Night Fury.

Toothless started trading off with Cloudjumper, flying Hiccup as if they were parents taking turns soothing a colicky infant. Sometimes they would set their human on the king's head, and Hiccup would lie there dully sharing his grief with the leviathan. The great dragon was able to soothe his human flockling with a powerful, steady love as he moved about his nest on dragon business.

It was the king who roared out orders the second time Hiccup went tumbling off a ledge and nearly broke his neck. From then on, every dragon in the nest was on the alert to rescue Hiccup from his many halfhearted suicide attempts. He never consciously planned to kill himself, but whenever he accidentally fell off a dragon's back, or realized that the plant he was about to eat was poisonous, or that he had no particular reason to watch his step around deep pools of icy water...

_"Get them back,"_ the king suggested, once Hiccup recovered enough to tell him a more coherent version of his story. _"You sneak to that not-yours human nest, take your precious things your babies 'Finn Val twins,' bring them here, home safe good."_

Hiccup longed for such a thing with all his heart. But his imagination, unbidden, kept coming up with horrifying scenarios...being caught and killed, Toothless being caught and killed, any Sanctuary dragons who came with him being caught and killed, the twins getting caught in the crossfire and killed... _"You come with me?"_ he asked hopefully.

_"No,"_ the king said sadly. There was a brief, confusing impression of danger that overwhelmed Hiccup, but then the king was quiet and thoughtful. _"...Repel those monsters."_ There was a flash of human-darkness and leviathan-darkness that Hiccup couldn't make sense of and which left a bitter aftertaste of horror in his mind. _"Flock is safe. Safe flock, I will go with you. But danger still lurking? No; must PROTECT my flock."_

Hiccup closed his eyes in despair. Even _if_ he somehow miraculously managed to get his children to the Sanctuary without the king's help and without any of his allies getting hurt, Astrid would inevitably track down her stolen heir, leading a horde of Viking warriors to the Sanctuary. They would be easily defeated, but how many dragons might be hurt in the process? Even if the king himself successfully fought off the invaders without a single dragon casualty...

Even after everything, Hiccup could not bring himself to do something that would result in wiping out almost an entire generation of people he had known all his life. Blood and death waited at the end of every path. Finn and Valka had more chances of surviving life in war-torn Berk than they did of making it safely to the Sanctuary. Hiccup might as well just start thinking of them as already being dead, because one way or another, he would never see them again alive.

_"Lost,"_ he thought dully. _"I am dead torn worthless. Everyone else is safe. Good. Good thing; no hurting, only for me. Only me. It's good. Safe. Protect."_

The mighty dragon king was not at all accustomed to feeling awe for other creatures, but he came close to it now. Despite all the ugliness it was cloaked in, he had not fathomed that such selflessness could exist in a mortal creature, much less one that thought of itself as human. _"I love you so much. I love you so very much."_

It was too much for Hiccup, who wept and begged to escape and hide. The king let him, bewildered and troubled as always by this sort of thing. Such purity, and yet such filth in the same heart; great light and great darkness striving against each other in the same vessel. He felt anger at those who had wounded his little flockling so deeply, yet also curiosity and that foreign sense of awe again, wondering what this creature named 'Broken' in the dragon nest and 'Hiccup' in his own strange language would have been like if he'd been allowed to grow up whole and nurtured and unthreatened.

_'He would have the heart of a king and the soul of a dragon.'_ The alpha pondered this for a while, the idea of one of his tiny flocklings actually being a fellow sea-king. _'This is what he has now, hidden under the grief and darkness. Someday he will heal and smile at the light and find his heart and soul again.'_ He watched Hiccup sitting in front of Toothless, gamely trying to imitate the Night Fury's noises. _'My precious flockling that I love.'_

o.o.o.o.o

The other thing that soon started to help as well were hatchlings. Hiccup adored them, petting and playing with and crooning at and feeding any who happened to wander into his path. Perhaps this was why he soon found himself baby-sitting rather often. Dragons would walk up to him, give him a cheerful greeting, growl sternly at their offspring, then walk or fly away, and the hatchlings would eagerly swarm around Hiccup until, usually a few hours later, they would be collected again by their parents.

"Soooo, what, is this my job now? Am I officially hired?" he teased a dragon, who cocked her head in confusion at him. "Are you going to pay me in vomit-fish or something? Sorry, but that that currency is not acceptable~ What else've you got to trade?"

Despite the teasing, Hiccup loved it. Caring for babies, _any_ babies, helped ease the pain he felt at no longer being able to care for his own. Toothless had a low tolerance for the little ones' antics, but Hiccup was endlessly patient with them and Cloudjumper seemed to enjoy the work as well, serving as Hiccup's partner and translator. (Though lacking the king's mind-reading abilities, the Stormcutter still seemed to understand humans better than any other dragon in the nest.)

Even outside his new 'job,' Hiccup started often waking up to find hatchlings snuggled into him. He learned to identify the babies' families so that he could obligingly return all the wayward children who sought him out. "Delivery for Cloverfoot! I believe these belong to you, ma'am: one male hatchling with three spots and one female hatchling with previously chipped horn, delivered promptly and in good condition. No need to thank me, ma'am! I'm just glad to be of service~"

One female hatchling in particular seemed to adopt Hiccup. She hovered over him in a motherly way, comforting him whenever he thought too strongly of what he had lost and scolding any of the other young dragons who were too rough with Hiccup or tried to steal from him. He named her Hen and accidentally taught her how to cluck like her namesake.

One evening, Hiccup noticed a mother Scuttleclaw who lay in her nest, sprawled wearily across her eggs rather than sitting on them properly. Her scales were an unhealthy pale color, and there was mucus leaking from her nose and crusted around her eyes. "Ohhh, poor mama, what's wrong...?" Hiccup cleaned her up as gently as he could, did his best to feed her, and stayed with her all night, but when he woke up in the morning, he discovered that the sick dragon was no longer breathing. Her expression in death was peaceful.

The dragons mourned their lost flockmate, after which there was the matter of who ought to adopt her two orphaned eggs. The dragon's mate had died from an injury weeks earlier, and she was too new to the nest to have yet found a close enough companion who would have automatically taken charge of her offspring.

Hiccup, oblivious to the discussion, was the first one to bury the eggs in embers and ash to simulate a parent dragon's warmth. By the time he'd been caring for the eggs for three days, it had been agreed that, human though he was, he would be permitted to display his competency as a replacement mother. Toothless, jealous and with no natural fondness for babies, was displeased at the prospect of becoming a father to eggs he hadn't even sired, though Cloudjumper was delighted.

_"__**You**__ be their papa, not me,"_ Toothless insisted.

Cloudjumper expressed exasperation with the younger dragon's immaturity. _"Half's Child is their mama; you are his other half, I am his friend. He belongs to you more, so you are papa to his hatchlings, not me."_

_"I do not like babiiiiieeesss, annoying loud take take take no give, I am JEALOUS! My human that I love! Not theirs; __**mine**__!"_

_"Ours,"_ Cloudjumper said firmly. _"__**Our**__ human that we love, me and you and Alpha and many flockmates that love this broken gentle not-monster human!"_

_"ME MOST!"_

_"You most. But still ours."_

Toothless pouted and twined himself possessively around Hiccup. _"Mine mine mine mine mine."_

"Move, Toothless, I'm trying to roll this thing over. You're gonna make me burn my hands."

_"Mine! Half Of Me loves me?!"_ Toothless insisted anxiously.

Hiccup grinned, then suddenly threw his arms around Toothless and squeezed. The Night Fury's eyes widened, but he had almost gotten used to the bizarre human gesture of affection by now. "You want some love, Mr. Jealous? You want some cuddles, huh~?"

_"Mine,"_ Toothless huffed, darting out his tongue to lick the back of Hiccup's head.

o.o.o.o.o

_"No Teeth,"_ the king mused during one of their learning-more-about-each-other's-species conversations, _"'Toothless.' One Who Has No Teeth. This silly name is your name for your other half?"_

_"Discomfort."_

_"Your friend/brother,"_ the king amended, not sure why Hiccup insisted on using a different 'word' for the same thing, but gamely humoring him.

_"'Toothless' is..."_ Hiccup had to think about it for a while before he could articulate it. _"...Scary scary scary monster dragon hurt me kill me HURT ME. Scared. Dragon not hurting me, not hurting me, scared angry, call this thing, no teeth? 'Toothless.' Silly name. Silly name for scary monster...'Toothless,' amusement feel better. ...Little bit not scary anymore."_

_"Ah."_ The king understood what he was saying, but it didn't feel true, at least not anymore. _"Sound-name is 'Toothless,' BUT. 'Toothless' means 'no teeth,' BUT, does not mean that anymore - same sound, same, but means something different now. You say 'Toothless,' now means friend/brother. Not 'no teeth.'"_

"Huh...huh. I guess you're right," Hiccup mused aloud.

_"Same with Valka and Fourwing Cloudjumper. She says 'Cloudjumper,' always always 'Cloudjumper,' meant 'one who leaps over clouds' at first but not anymore, now means 'other half of me that I love.' Same sound, different meaning."_

_"Same for me, too,"_ Hiccup realized. _"'Hiccup' means-"_ He imagined himself hiccupping, and winced at an overwhelming burst of amusement from the king.

_"HICCUPS? 'Hiccup' means HAVE HICCUPS? Very much silly name!"_

_"Yes. Strange name scare away monsters."_

_"Ha ha ha ha! I love not-monster humans, so strange and crazy and _interesting_. Have hiccups. More silly name than even 'no teeth.'"_

_"Yes."_

The king turned thoughtful. _"Same with Valka your mother. Always, always she thinks 'Hiccup,' but does not mean have hiccups. Means 'baby tiny small child that I love miss love worry fear love.'"_

_"What is your name?"_ Hiccup asked curiously.

The king had no idea how to answer this question, at least not the way his adorably strange little flockling was asking it. _"I am __**ALPHA**__."_

Hiccup winced again, touching a hand to his head.

_"Your human word is 'king,' yes?"_

_"Yes... But your __**name**__! You are born, your mother calls you something; what is it?"_

The memory was so far away that the king had to think a long time before he could recall it. _"Dam's name for me was Larger, because my clutchmate was smaller than me."_

_"?! You think my name is silly; yes but __**your**__ name silly too! That can't be your name, you must have a much better name than 'Larger'!"_

The king was glad that he had already been through this with Valka, otherwise he would have been very perplexed. _"__**Different**__, Hiccup. I am dragon, you are human. You are 'Hiccup' ALWAYS. No dragon has a name ALWAYS, that is very strange. I am me. You are you. Your friend/brother is himself. That is enough. But you silly interesting humans can't smell, so you make these sound-names to call each other instead."_

"You don't _have_ permanent names?!" Hiccup was astonished.

_"It's different, Hiccup,"_ the king said kindly. _"Dragon names are good; human names are good. Different but still good."_

"Yeah...?"

_"Interesting, so very much INTERESTING, I love these not-monster humans..."_

o.o.o.o.o

One night, Hiccup was frightened awake by a loud bang. "What was that?! What happened?!" There was a weak cheeping sound in the darkness, and he got the impression of many dragons watching intently, though keeping their distance for some reason. Cloudjumper kept insistently poking him in the back.

Then Hiccup saw the fiery outline of eggshell cracks, realized what was happening from previous hatchings, and dove for cover. A few moments after the explosion, a second set of confused, hungry cheeps joined the first.

Hiccup crept out from behind Cloudjumper, his chest tight with excitement, accidentally crunching eggshell fragments as he moved. He gently took hold of the first newborn, a male, and tugged it into his lap; then he gathered up the female as well. He crooned at them, petting them, thinking that he should clean the birth slime off of them, but unwilling to leave them long enough to do so. He ended up pulling off his tunic and using that to sponge off the worst of the goo.

After several minutes of this, Toothless marched up, unceremoniously vomited up some fish, then plopped down at Hiccup's side in a distinctly pouting way. Both hatchlings tumbled out of Hiccup's lap and started eagerly eating the fish. "Thanks for that, buddy," Hiccup said, patting a somewhat mollified Toothless. "Good call." He took the opportunity to go fetch some cloths and a bucket of water.

Hiccup named the male hatchling Finn, and the female Valka. He knew he was never going to see the children of his flesh and blood again, so it helped to ease the still raw wound in his heart that he now had a new set of twins who were all his own.

Hours later, the hatchlings had been cleaned, fed some more, and caressed, as well as thoroughly scent-marked by their adoptive father and four-winged guardian (to make up for the deficiencies in their human mother's much vaguer scents. Hen, who had been enthusiastically doing a lot of the cleaning and playing, managed to slip in some marks of her own). The babies curled up against their mother's soft belly and quickly fell asleep.

"I love you, Finn," Hiccup murmured, shifting so he could encircle them with his arms. "I love you, Val." He smiled when Toothless lay down behind him, draped a foreleg over him, and curled his long tail around him. "You make a comfy pillow, Toothless, did you know that?" Hen bustled up to nuzzle the younger hatchlings one last time, then snuggled against Hiccup's hair. Hiccup gently pushed her paws out of his face and fell asleep safe within the boundaries of his icy home, watched over by his mother's four-winged companion, embraced by his own companion and his young dragon sister, with his children nestled in his arms. It was the first time in a long time that he felt at peace.

_To be continued in the next story arc.  
><em>

Author's Notes: Hen is one of those characters who came out of nowhere; I did not plan her at all. XD

What I'm going to post next will actually not be the next story arc yet, but a version of "Dragonfriend" that's from Toothless's POV.


	13. Beloved, chapter 1

**A ****DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

Summary: "Dragonfriend" from Toothless's perspective.

A/N: In this AU, Wanderer, Rainbow Chaser, and Feather Snatcher all survive longer than they do in my other fics; also, Slyfoot is in the Red Death's flock, but he's still a hatchling too young to join the raids yet. (...I don't know who his parents are [yet?], but it's not important [yet?].)

**Chapter 1 (rough draft)**

BREEDMATES! I was the only only only nightwing for sooooo long, but now I finally found breedmates~!

There is an older male and a young female and a young male. They are with this(our?) big flock of fireskins and spinetails and rock-eaters and two-heads and venomfangs, and they are attacking a human nest. I don't know why they are stealing food from the humans, but humans are monsters and humans are hurting dragons and knocking them out of the sky, so I will help my- I will help!

I fly and shoot like the female nightwing shows me, and then I see that the blades and other hurting things keep coming from _that place_. I will burn it, and hurting things will stop coming out of it.

Except when I shoot it I hear babies screaming, I rush to rescue them and then realize I did something very stupid because they're not hatchlings, they're _cubs_. Monster cubs.

They are very small and soft and helpless, they flail in their bed but can't move to run away. The male is scared sad scared sad scared; the female bats my nose with her paw and stops being scared. She likes my nose and tries to bat it again.

I move out of her reach and sniff at her sibling, who wants his parents very much. I lick him and he stops screeching.

Someone rushes in, _monster human_, roaring at me and brandishing a blade. I will fight him and kill him, except when I get close I realize that he's not hating - the thing his body is screaming is _"PROTECTION-TERROR/FURY!"_

He is the sire of those two cubs. They are precious to him, he is defending them as fiercely as a mama bear would defend her bear cub. He will be very dangerous to fight if he is protecting precious things.

But now he's different, backing away from me. He's more afraid and desperate now, warbling at me with strange monster sounds, almost coaxing. His cubs are calling for him.

Ohhhh. I understand. He is a most devoted parent - he will lure predators to him and give his body to them so that they will forget about his cubs and they will live. He thinks I want to eat them. He can't be a monster; he is human but he _can't_ be a monster, monsters can't love anyone as much as this brave human loves his babies.

He roars again and _charges_, but I don't know why he dropped his weapon. He is gathering his offspring into his forelegs, he will carry them away somewhere safe and hide them.

But he doesn't, he sees me and is frightened, he crouches down and shields his cubs beneath him. He has very much love but is not smart at all, I didn't make any threats! I don't want his cubs, but he is protecting them from me anyway.

I investigate this terrified not-monster human. He smells like distress and coal and metal. He mates often and is unhappy often. He smells too much like fire and metal, I think he is bad to make those hurting things. He smells like his cubs and they smell like him - they smell more like him than their dam, he touches them more often than she does. He is like my own sire who loved me very much even when he didn't need to take care of me anymore. I will give this human a name that reminds me of my companion/sire. His flesh feels so _nice_ under my tongue, smooth and soft and rich with scents.

The cubs are upset, the female doesn't like being pinned in the dark and the male wants to be comforted. I want to investigate them, too, but when I try, the human I named Loves-his-children roars at me and shoves me away. Why is he so stupid?! I will not hurt your cubs, you silly human, I just want to _talk_ to them! I try to tell him this, but he is frightened and hides his face from me.

Somebody is roaring, a female monster this time. She and Father-love bellow at each other as if they're talking, Father-love is relieved and worried, the female that I smell is his mate is ANGRY ANGRY ANGRY like a normal monster. She is not a person, so I can kill her; those cubs have their sire who loves them and will take care of them, they don't need their dam.

But maybe Father-love loves his mate, too, because he charges me so that I _miss_ when I try to shoot. He saves his mate from being killed by me.

This human is good to have so much love, he shouldn't be here in a nest with monsters. They are making him bad, maybe it's their fault he makes hurting things to hurt and kill dragons. I will take him away to my good wonderful- ? I will take him away. I(we/Him?) will teach him to be good and love people that deserve to be loved. Maybe we will teach him to be smarter and not be afraid when there's no threat.

I should take his precious things, too, but I can't carry three things all together. I know what I'll do, I'll take Father-love away with me, and when we teach him to be good, then he can come back and rescue his cubs from this monster nest, too. Their dam will take care of them while they wait for him.

I seize my interesting human in my claws. He shrieks and struggles because he is very stupid, but after a while he goes limp and just whimpers quietly. Stop being so _scared_, Stupid, I won't hurt you!

Except after a long time I think maybe I am hurting him, I don't know how. I'm worried, he's making crying sounds and I can tell his body is distressed, there's something wrong. I have to land and tend to him.

He is still frightened of me when I examine him, but he doesn't fight me or flee. His skin is so soft and fragile but not bleeding. His limbs...there's something a little bit wrong with them, I don't know what, little breakings under the skin that-

Oh. He is so raw with no scales to protect him, only these flimsy useless dead coverings that are even softer than his skin. I just hurt him by _carrying_ him all this way, poor little stupid weak thing! I will feed him so he will be stronger.

I have to go fishing, it's hard to find fish but I do, and I am proud of myself when I bring it back to him but he _won't eat it_. Even when I make him take a bite, he is disgusted and annoyed and still a little afraid, and he won't eat even though he needs to. He is the most stupid creature I ever met, maybe I was wrong to rescue him. I will bring him to- (Him?) Hmmm. I am confused...I will bring him to...I have to take him- I have to get away...I will fly, we will fly, fly, fly, I want to go back there but I want to go _there_, too...

...

I am flying... Why am I carrying a human? I was- I was-

_What_?!

Breedmates, yes, but...I was not their flockmate! Why did I think I was their flockmate?! I was...fighting...alongside them...fighting monsters-

I am carrying a monster.

I was fighting monster humans, helping my breedmates-who-are-not-flockmates, I found human cubs and I found their sire and I am bringing him to my alpha so he won't be a monster anymore, but...

What happened to me?

SKY-KING.

There is a _sky-king_ back there in that territory, she tried to STEAL ME.

HOW DARE SHE TRY TO STEAL ME. I BELONG TO MY GOOD SEA-KING ALPHA WITH MY GOOD FLOCK IN OUR GOOD NEST IN OUR GOOD TERRITORY, _I DO NOT BELONG TO ROTTEN SCARY SNEAKY FLOCKLING-STEALING SKY-KINGS_!

I still have this human, oops... I stole him. He's a monster so I was not bad to steal him, but he would still be with his little babies if I hadn't stolen him, so I don't think I should drop him down into the ocean so that he dies... I must still take him to Alpha. Alpha will know what to do.

My flockmates greet me and are very interested in the human I have brought to our home.

_"He will be another Clever Paws for us?"_

_"I miss her..."_

_"Oooohhh, he is her offspring."_

_"So?"_

_"Alpha said that parents and offspring are VERY SO MUCH IMPORTANT for humans. If Clever Paws was still here, she would be very much glad to see her cub."_

_"He's not a cub, he's an adult."_

_"He has his own cubs now,"_ I say. _"If he stays here and stops being scared and stupid, I will bring his cubs here, too."_

My human is not just scared, he is so terrified and frantic that I keep thinking he will flee and hide, but he keeps just playing dead. Does he _still_ think we will eat him?

_"What's wrong with your human, Nightwing?"_

_"He is very stupid and thinks he is prey."_

My human leaps up and dashes, I think he will hide but no, he's roaring at us and brandishing a stick at us. He is so scared I think I have to make that his new name.

_"Stop that, silly."_ I take him to Alpha. My human sees Alpha and is so horrified and scared that he's not even scared anymore, just heart-sick.

Alpha looks at us. _"Clever Paws Valka's child."_

Maybe parents and grown-up offspring really are important for humans. I wonder why. _"I rescued him from monsters, but something's wrong with him."_

Alpha tries to talk to Scared in that strange human way we not-alphas-or-humans can't understand, but Scared is too scared to respond.

_"Alpha, what do I do with him?"_

_"He is too frightened now. Hide him and let him rest, comfort him. When he feels safe, he will tell me."_

_"Clever Paws wasn't as frightened as this one is."_

_"Clever Paws wasn't as hurt as this one is."_

_"I didn't hurt him!"_ Well, I didn't hurt him on purpose...

_"You said monsters hurt him."_

Oh. _"But he's safe now!"_

_"He doesn't know that. He thinks __**we're**__ monsters."_

_"WHAT?!"_

_"There is something very bad and wrong with that human nest, I don't know what..."_

I carry Scared away even though he squawks at me and struggles. He thinks I'm a monster! That's _wrong_! I wish he could talk so that I could tell him he's wrong wrong wrong, that he's safe now and I will take care of him and protect him from _real_ monsters.

He is scared of flying and he's scared of me and he's scared of the nest and he's scared of Alpha and he's scared of darkness and he's scared of being alone, he's scared of _everything_. I think maybe he will calm down when he's somewhere dark and quiet with no one to investigate him and bother him, but he doesn't, he's just scared scared _always scared_.

_"I won't hurt you,"_ I say as I approach, but he tries to flee as if I said 'I will kill you' instead. He curls up and covers his soft weak head with his soft weak forelegs as if that could protect him. How do humans hurt and kill so many of us when they're so soft and small and weak?

I lie down with my human to comfort him, even though _of course_ he's scared of being comforted, too.

But after a long time he finally finally _finally_ is only a little scared instead of a lot scared. He shifts and looks into my eyes. I don't like it, it feels threatening, but somehow I know that he doesn't know he's threatening me.

He makes soft question-sounds, but I don't know what he's asking because he can't talk.

_"I don't know what you want. Come here and be comforted, silly."_ I pull him back and lick him. He makes grieving sounds and then water starts leaking from his eyes, just like Clever Paws did whenever she was Very Sad. _"I __**know**__ you're Very Sad, that's why I'm comforting you! I wish you were not so stupid, you poor little human."_

He starts to relax a little, but it's giving-up relaxing, not happy relaxing. He still doesn't feel safe, even though _no enemy at all_ could get past the flock guardians and sneak past our good sea-king alpha and defeat _me_ to hurt him. What is wrong with him that he thinks monsters can still reach him even though he's safe safe safe?!

After a long time, he gets up and says _"I will defend myself from you"_ with his paws even though he can't protect himself with paws that are so tiny and soft. He chitters nervously at me and moves to go outside, I don't know why he wants to go outside when he's scared.

Yes, he is more scared again when he looks outside. He moans and curls up in the dark again. He thinks we are monsters. Poor human thinks he is in a nest full full full of monsters who will hate him and hurt him; no wonder he's so scared. I wish he could talk so he could _understand_ when I tell him that we're people and we have love and he is safe.

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: **"Clever paws" is the dragon phrase for human hands that comes from Le'letha's fanfic **_**Nightfall**_**.**

I honestly don't know what was going through Cloudjumper's head in canon. He _knew_ that Valka had a baby, yet he still took her away from Hiccup anyway?! I have a really hard time trying to understand his motivations in that scene, but I did my best here in this alternate version with Toothless. *sweatdrop*
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**A** **DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**Chapter 2 (rough draft)**

My human is finally being a little bit brave. He creeps into the light and he is frightened of my flockmates but doesn't flee or attack them. He makes his nervous chittering as they greet him and mark him and investigate him, and he pats them with his little paws.

I'm surprised that he goes to pay obeisance to Alpha all on his own, I didn't have to make him. It's a strange human kind of obeisance, just folding his body and not calling out or making any scent-marks, but of course Alpha is not offended. Alpha loves not-monster humans, He thinks they are _very_ so much interesting. He asks if Scared will let Him talk to him now.

Scared is OF COURSE so scared, but I guess he was brave and said yes anyway, because finally Alpha starts saying things in His Alpha-to-human way that I don't understand. All I know is that Scared is scared and confused and shocked and scared. And then tired.

_"Take him back to your aerie to rest,"_ Alpha tells me. _"Poor little one, he is worn out. The same thing happened with his 'mother' when we learned to talk to each other..."_

When Scared wakes up again, he is OF COURSE frightened. I'm glad he still doesn't flee or fight, even though his body very much wants to.

_"Don't be scared, you're safe safe safe."_

He squawks at me, he is annoyed and unhappy but I don't know why. Then he makes a gurgling noise, but he didn't make it with his mouth like usual, he made it with his stomach. He doesn't like my teeth so close to his soft belly, and _that_ scared I understand, but he doesn't even try to protect himself. It's strange that he's so scared and brave at the same time.

His stomach is too empty, of course he's hungry. I must feed him, so I do as if he's a hatchling that can't catch his own food, but he is very much stupid and doesn't want food even though he's so hungry.

_"EAT."_

He is frightened and cornered, I don't like that he makes me feel like I'm hunting him even though all I want to do is take care of him.

He crouches down low. Is he submitting to me? _"Here,"_ he says.

Why 'here'? There's nothing there.

He makes a noise that I don't understand, waving his paws in front of his mouth. He makes the noise again and again, it sounds a _little_ bit like my fire when I shoot.

My fire comes out of my mouth when I shoot. He is waving his forepaws by his mouth like flickering fire, he makes the fire noise and said 'Here'...

I shoot a blast at his 'Here' place. He's shocked and scared, but then...relieved. Yes. He _did_ want to me shoot at 'here.'

He puts the fish on the hot stone and bares his teeth even though he feels a tiny bit happy. We crouch there for a while, then he tells me to _"Shoot here"_ again in his strange human way.

When the fish is crispy, he FINALLY FINALLY eats it. I understand now! Stupid human, if he just _told_ me he likes his food cooked, I would cook it for him...!

Something is wrong. I don't know what happened, but my human is upset again, he's not really scared anymore but he's grieving and his heart is hurting. I try to comfort him-

"STOP THAT!" he roars at me. Why is he angry at me?! I was comforting him!

He leaps up and roars and growls and _attacks me_. What?! Why?! What is wrong with him?!

He can't hurt me with his silly weak limbs and soft paws and useless teeth, but I don't like him flailing at me, so I make him stop. _"Stop that,"_ snarl, ordering him to submit because he did something strange and wrong.

He refuses to submit to me! He is pinned down and weak and helpless, but he still _will not submit_! What is wrong with him?!

He struggles and screeches, maybe he's crazy. I shake him and pin him again. _"I am bigger than you stronger than you, I dominate you and subdue you! You are smaller than me and weaker than me, you must submit!"_ Why does he not understand such an obvious thing?

_Still_ he struggles. My jaws are not enough, I pin him with my paw, too, but he already couldn't escape; he doesn't care that he can't escape even more. I think...I think maybe he is saying, _"I would rather die than submit to you!"_ It scares me. This creature wants something more than it wants to _live_. It's crazy, I brought a broken _crazy_ thing to my nest?!

But Alpha didn't tell me to throw this thing away... Alpha knows this thing is crazy, but He still likes him. It's okay. There is something very wrong with Scary Crazy Thing, but he won't hurt us, that's why Alpha let him stay.

I'm shocked and scared because I think maybe Crazy will win...he's so small and weak, but he will _win_ anyway, I don't don't don't know how...!

But then I feel him go limp. He _almost_ won, but he didn't, I won, it's a good thing but I feel bad. Something's wrong. Maybe...I did the wrong thing...?

Crazy is hurt. Oh no, oh no, I...I shouldn't have won, I forgot how fragile he is and I hurt him, he was so scary and strong that I forgot to be gentle, I couldn't be gentle or I would lose, maybe I should have let him win, but I didn't, I forced him to submit and now he's hurt, I think I am wrong and bad...

My teeth are not sharp, I didn't break his soft skin, which maybe is good but I can't tend to him. I can clean away blood and soothe cuts, but when the breakings are _under_ his skin where I can't reach, I...I hurt him and I can't even help him. I'm _bad_.

I take my human back to Alpha, Alpha can do many things that we little flocklings can't. _"Alpha!"_

_"What is it?"_

_"My human, my little soft human, I am bad and wrong, I hurt him... Look. I hurt him where I can't reach; I can't tend to him. I'm bad and wrong."_

_"You must be gentle with not-monster humans,"_ he scolds me. He is displeased, I am very much ashamed.

_"Yes yes yes yes yes."_

Alpha tries to talk to Hurting, but my human startles us both when he shrieks, frightened and angry.

_"He won't talk to me?!"_

_"Alpha, I think he is crazy."_

_"Yes, but he won't talk to me..."_ Alpha is sad.

Hurting is curled up on the ground, hurting and grieving and upset and very much distressed. My flockmates are coming to investigate him and comfort him, but he says _"I do not trust you, I protect myself from you, I'm so unhappy!"_

Alpha orders everyone to leave him alone, no one can help Hurting if he doesn't want to be helped. He lets me close to him without being afraid, but he won't let himself be comforted by me even though I try. I lick the bruises I made on him because I want so much to soothe him even though I know I can't. This human is too strange, I don't know how to take care of him.

Fourwing is here, he came because he loved Clever Paws his human other half, and he wants to love this new not-monster human, too. _"I want to be close to her child that she loved, but he is afraid and hiding... I will wait."_

_"Fourwing,"_ I ask,_ "do you know how to take care of scared crazy hurting grieving upset humans?"_

_"?! What did you do to Half's Child?!"_

I want to say that I didn't do anything bad to him! But I did, I'm bad and wrong and hurt him, so I don't answer. _"He is sad and scared. How do I comfort him?"_

_"He's hiding. Be patient until he stops hiding, then he will let you love him."_

He knows because he had a human of his own. I will do what he did, I will be patient and wait.

Hurting mutters, then suddenly he uncurls and stares. He is shocked and scared of Fourwing, I don't know why! Why is he so _scared_, even of things that don't threaten him and don't hurt him and want to love him?!

Fourwing approaches softly, crooning reassurances, but Scared hides under my wing. He's so scared of Fourwing that he will hide with me even though he's scared of me. _"Maybe we should find something that scares him __**more than you**__, Fourwing, and then he will go close to you."_

_"No, Nightwing! That's mean and bad."_

_"I know! I was just wondering..."_

I'm surprised and relieved when Scared creeps out again and looks up at Fourwing, like he is challenging him but thinks he will lose. Maybe I really should name him Crazy, to want a fight he _knows_ he'll lose. He cringes back when Fourwing leans down to mark him, but he doesn't fight. Fourwing claims my human as _"child of my other half"_ and _"thing that this fourwing protects."_ Me and him together will keep our scared crazy little human safe.

Scared/Crazy gets a little braver later, he goes to explore our nest. He is relieved when we shoo away dragons who want to investigate him, but he doesn't like it when it's time to eat and I pick him up. He squawks and struggles, but he's more annoyed now than scared. I like that he's annoyed more than when he's scared.

We grab our food, we claimed enough for both of us and for our human, but he only takes two fish to eat. I know now that he likes to eat his food cooked, so I cook it for him and he's pleased.

I _think_ he's pleased. He says _"I threaten you,"_ but he seems happy instead.

_"Half Of Me did that, too,"_ Fourwing explains. _"For humans, it's not a threat; for humans, it means 'I'm happy.'"_

Oh. Well, I should tell my human that I'm happy he's not cowering and that he's not so crazy that he won't eat. I can't bare my teeth at him, that would be bad, but maybe I can bare my harmless gums. _"I am happy,"_ I tell him in his crazy human way.

He doesn't agree with me, he's just shocked. Humans are very confusing! I give up and eat my good fish.

When it's time to go home, my human _runs_ from me. I'm annoyed and frustrated, but then I stop and watch him because I don't think he's fleeing even though he's running. He's not scared, he's...annoyed and frustrated, just like I am. Is he trying to tell me something?

"NO, okay? I don't want to do the hauled-around-like-a-helpless-captive thing anymore. _No_."

He's barking and gesturing so firmly and sharply. I think he says, _"I do not want to be carried by you!"_

Okay. Okay, BUT! But you have no wings, you silly little human, how will you get home if I don't carry you?!

We challenge each other for a long time, standing very still glaring at each other. Then he cautiously starts to approach me, but he doesn't like it when I move to keep him in sight.

"No! Stop that, stay _put_!"

He's gesturing hard at the ground. Is he saying _"This place here"_? What about that spot? There's nothing there!

I sniff it anyway, maybe he knows something about it that I missed, but I feel a touch and I leap away. What? He was trying to attack my back when I wasn't paying attention, what?!

"Argh, dragon!" He is so frustrated. He sighs and looks at me. He's looking right into my eyes, but I...don't think he's challenging me. He's just frustrated. "...Look, Toothless. You don't mind if I call you Toothless, right? Too bad, I'm gonna call you that anyway."

CHITTER CHITTER MEANINGLESS CHITTER. I WISH HUMANS COULD TALK FOR REAL.

"There is this other arrangement, and it's where I _don't_ get dangled from my poor abused arms. It's where I, you know, sit on your back, and you can carry me and it _won't hurt_. That sounds a lot better, right? No? Well, remember, you owe me. You kidnapped me, so I'm going to start making some demands here, evening out the score a bit, you jerk."

I growl. I am _very_ frustrated.

He GROWLS BACK. "Yeah, see, I can growl, too."

I'm about to pounce on him and subdue him, but then I remember that that is not a good thing to do to my fragile strange crazy human. I don't know what to _do_! I want to ask Fourwing, but he's watching like a mama watching her fledgling hunt, and I know he won't help me because he wants me to learn how to take care of a human all by myself.

My human approaches again, paws stretched out to me, his chittering softer and more coaxing. "I'm not gonna hurt you, okay? I know it probably makes you uneasy to have me up there where you can't see me, but I promise I won't hurt you. I _wouldn't_, even if I could. Which I can't, because I'm a pathetic weakling. Okay?"

He doesn't like when I edge away from him, but he doesn't sound angry anymore. He makes the _"this spot"_ gesture again. "Stay, Toothless. Stay. Stay."

_This spot._ Nothing in that spot, but he doesn't like when I move...

_"Stay in the spot where you already are."_ That's what he's saying. Yes, he is relieved when he touches my back, and he even nuzzles me a little. "That's right. See? Very good. Stay, Toothless. Good job."

I feel pressure, he's moving, his body is light but I am _very_ aware of him on my back. I can't see him. I don't like it, but I can smell him, he's not angry or frustrated anymore, he's relieved and a little affectionate, he's crooning and caressing me with his soft paws.

...I will carry my human home _on my back_?

_"Half Of Me did this, too,"_ Fourwing finally says. _"Humans don't like being carried, they want to ride. They are not babies. They like to be where our wings are, to pretend they have wings of their own. They are creatures of the earth, but they still long for the sky just like we do."_

Oh. Ohhhhhh, I understand now. I crane my head to try to lick my human, I can only reach his knee, I understand now.

"Heh. Okay. _Now_ we can go, Toothless."

Flying is different with him on my back instead of in my claws. _Better_. It's easier to fly, less drag; I'm more aware of him, of how he feels and what he needs. He is terrified but exhilarated all at once-

...He has no wings, he has been flightless his _whole life_. This glorious thing that we need to live...my poor human has never had it. But now he does. Now he's..._living_, here in the sky with me, and I know he belongs up here just like I do.

It's good to be together with my flock, but they're all too _slow_! I am a nightwing, I am a very good and fast amazing dragon, I want to _fly_.

What-?! Fourwing is up here, too! He is _challenging_ me! Playful, but he says fourwings are better than nightwings and I will _lose_!

I WILL NOT LOSE.

I FLY, I _race_, I will beat that fourwing in a challenge, I will-

What happened? Something happened, I was flying and then something changed, bad-

My human! He has fallen off my back, he's not catching himself- He _can't_ catch himself, he has no wings, he will fall and die; no!

I catch him. I _catch_ him, RELIEVED worried relieved, he is okay, yes?

He is okay. I think. Maybe. He is like...happy and crazy and excited and grieving _all at the same time_, I don't understand it. He's making a strange noise and won't stop.

He doesn't like being carried like this, but I can't get him on my back, so I put him on Fourwing's back instead. Fourwing is worried about him, too - why won't he _stop_ that strange happy/wild/crazy/sad sound?

Finally he does stop, he's so tired and sad and happy at the same time. There really is something wrong with my human, I'm worried about him... He's too weak to go back to our aerie with me, so I carry him there and comfort him like a hatchling until he falls asleep.

_To be continued..._


	15. Beloved, chapter 3

**A** **DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**(rough draft)**

I have a bad dream, and I'm glad when I wake up and my human is still snuggled close to me and not a monster. It was just a _dream_. There is something wrong with my human, but not like _that_. I don't have to be afraid of him, I can still keep him.

My human is not very scared today, _good_. He wanders and chitters and is curious. He says with his urine that he is very stressed and he's not eating all the things he needs to eat, but I don't know what I'm supposed to feed him that's not fish... Maybe plants? But there are so many plants here and he's not eating them, he would eat them if those were the things he needs, right?

Red-eye says that she is healthy and will lay her eggs very soon. Three Claws says that he very much wants to mate. There is a big clump of hatchling dung here where it's supposed to be, Jumprush _finally_ trained her whole brood to put all their waste in a waste spot. Doublethink ate a too-rotten carcass and got sick; his friend Weave, when she finds out, rushes away to find him and tend to him.

"O-kay. Not sure what that was all about, but whatever..."

My human approaches a pool of water, inspects it, then starts shedding some of his coverings. His coverings are dark, brown and green, made from very dead parts of other creatures and plants, but his flesh beneath is pale like his face and forepaws, and it's _alive_ and _all him_. It makes me feel better... Humans cover up their real selves with parts of other people and things, and try to make those foreign things parts of themselves, it's confusing.

My human doesn't like water, he shivers and is unhappy, so I don't know why he keeps putting water on his flesh and head-fur even though he doesn't like it. _I_ don't like it either, he's harder to smell now, he's especially grooming the places on himself where our marks are and weakening them. I'm glad when he puts his coverings back on with their him-smells and comes to cuddle with me to replenish our _"This human belongs to this dragon"_ scents.

My human goes to Alpha. He gestures at Him in a strange human way I don't understand, and chitters at Him.

_"Welcome. Mine,"_ Alpha says.

Yes, my human is with us in our flock now, that is very good.

Alpha and my human talk to each other in their special only-them way that I can't understand. My human is mostly distressed; Alpha is mostly confused/affectionate.

_"What are you talking about?"_ I want to know.

_"You must be very careful and gentle with your human, Nightwing."_

_"I know that!"_

_"Something is strange. He is very hurt and frightened, I don't know why. Be careful, Nightwing."_

_"Yes, I will!"_

My human is very upset, I don't know why! He climbs onto my back and clings and chitters desperately.

_"Take him somewhere safe to hide, Nightwing,"_ Alpha says.

_"But there is nothing to hide from! This __**whole**__ good nest is safe, no one will hurt him here in our home!"_

_"Hide him."_

_"Okay..."_

o.o.o.o.o

My human is not _Scared_ anymore, but...maybe he is timid? His posture always says _"Expecting to be pounced on,"_ but it's more than that, too. He's so sad. He's sad when he's still and quiet, but sometimes he's also sad even when he bares his teeth in that human smile of his. Even when he reaches out to hatchlings and plays with them, he has affection and joy but there's grief all mixed up in it, too.

_"Friend,"_ I say, because Fourwing is close to us so often and loves my human, so we're friends now, _"what is wrong with my human?"_

_"He is like our flockmates that Half Of Me used to set free from monsters. Scared and hurt even when they are safe, maimed and scarred..."_

That's what it is. Monsters don't just hurt people when they trap them... Somehow they follow people even after they escape, and they _keep hurting them_. I wish wish wish I could see and touch the monsters that are riding on my human and still hurting him, I wish I could tear them with my claws and teeth, but I can't. My human must fight them off himself, but I don't know how to teach him, I've never had to do it before.

My human is talking to Alpha. Maybe Alpha will teach him.

No, Alpha is hurting him! _"What did You do to my human?! You hurt him!"_

_"I don't know."_ Alpha is distressed. He didn't mean to hurt our human. _"He wants his dam that he loves, but she is gone and he grieves for her..."_

I don't understand it, but Friend told me one time that his other half grieved for her baby too, she grieved for my human who is all grown up now. But they still miss each other, maybe they were companions. My poor human, he lost his companion, no wonder he's grieving...

He wanders, he is clawing at himself and keening, he will fall off the edge and has no wings to catch him, my human must stay away from that bad ledge! And he must stay away from those eggs he almost stepped on, and he must stay away from those two flockmates who are fighting too close to him, he's so much grieving that he doesn't even notice anything around him!

I corner him so he can't keep moving around doing dangerous things. He crouches down still grieving and whimpering, like he is fighting something that I _can't smell or see_, he's fighting it but he's losing.

I wish I could heal his wounds. I know they're not in his flesh, but I _want_ them to be so I can reach them. I push him down and try to heal him, but it's not these stupid dead coverings that are hurt, these things are _in the way_. I pull hard until they move, until I can reach _him_ my real human underneath, but there's no blood on his flesh... He is hurting so much but it's not here, it's inside where I can't reach, even if I tore open his body I couldn't reach his pain to soothe it away. I _hate_ this.

His soft paws caress me, and he croons to me. He's comforting me. I can't help him at all, but he comforts me even though he's the one who needs to be helped. I love him. I don't just like him, I love him, I wish I could take care of him but he's _so hard_ to take care of and I don't know what to do.

_"I'm sad,"_ he says with his voice. _"I'm pretending not to be, but I am. Why won't you take care of me?"_

I brought this human to my very good safe nest, but it didn't help him. ...Maybe I should not have brought him here. ...Maybe I did the wrong thing.

o.o.o.o.o

Human is my companion now. He scares me sometimes because I _so much_ don't understand him, but I love him, and he loves me even though the monsters still hurt him. It's frustrating and scary that he won't give himself to me, it makes me uneasy, but he shows me affection and trusts me and is close to me all the time. I can't tell if he wants to be my companion or not, it's _very_ strange, but I want to be his and he doesn't reject me, so we are companions.

Sometimes he likes to walk and walk and walk. We are moving away from the nest, I wonder where we're going? Why aren't we flying? Companion refuses to fly with me but he doesn't like walking either but he does it anyway, _why_? He is getting tired.

He's _so_ tired and cold and hungry now, but he won't let me tend to him. He keeps _walking and walking so boriiiiing_, he is _so_ determined but I don't know why, and he needs to be tended to! I _know_ he does! I know he's so tired and hungry and cold, why does he refuse?!

I love my companion but he is very stupid, he doesn't know how to take care of himself. He can't talk so he won't tell me where he wants to go, so I bring his poor tired hungry cold self back home.

I can make his body feel better, but he's still sad and _angry_. Why is he angry?! What did I do wrong?

o.o.o.o.o

_I. Love. Flying._

I love flying SO SO SO SO SO SO MUCH.

Not boring ordinary flying, I like that. But _flying_, stretching my wings and racing the wind and chasing the sun, being the very much best dragon in this whole flock, this is a _very_ wonderful thing that I do and I am a very good dragon because I am the best.

Half Of Me.

Yes.

Because I don't carry Him anymore, dangling from my claws like prey.

I don't struggle through the air with a scared stiff clumsy land bound human clinging to my back.

_Now He knows how to fly, too._

When we fly, He is not frightened. He is not sad or angry or grieving or scared. He is _none of those_.

When we fly, His body and mine are together like one body, He can talk so much better when we fly than when we don't, He knows what to do and I know what to do and we are like one person. Two people on the ground, distressed frustrated me and grieving frustrated Him; but here in the sky, our hearts touch and we are _one_.

_"Higher!"_ He urges me, and yes, that is what I wanted, too, we wanted the same thing at the same time. _"Spiral."_ He knows to press close against me as we spin.

_"Fall,"_ I warn Him, and He clings, not scared-clinging but anticipation-clinging. This falling-for-fun is a trick He taught me that I _love_, we FALL FALL FALL we will diiiiiie, but no! Falling FOR FUN. ON PURPOSE. Because falling when your body thinks you will die even though you know you won't is _fun_, I don't know why~~!

I snap my wings out to catch us and glide for a while to rest, feeling Half Of Me caress me and hearing His coughing human laughter.

_"Up a little..."_

_"Down a little..."_

_"Weave..."_

_"Horizontal swoop..."_

_"Enough resting; climb!"_

_"Yes!"_

Our bodies signal and respond to each other. His joy and mine are the same. Half of my heart was born into a strange human body instead of a good dragon body, but it's okay. We found each other anyway, and now finally we are together.

o.o.o.o.o

Flying~ Flying~

_"Go that way."_

Flying~ Fly-

ROTTEN SKY-KING'S TERRITORY.

I turn away before we enter, _ew_. I will not let her try to steal me again, that is wrong and _bad_!

_"Go that way!"_

No, Half Of Me! Poor thing, You are stupid and can barely understand anything people say to You, but it's okay, I understand, I will keep both of us safe. We cannot go there into that bad sky-king's territory, or she will try to steal us.

_"Go go go that way, go that way."_

*SIGH* No, Half Of Me. We cannot go that way. No.

o.o.o.o.o

Flying~ Flyi-

_"Go that way."_

No, Half Of Me! Why does He want to go into that bad queen's territory's so much?

_"Go that way!"_

_"NO."_

Half Of Me is surprised and hurt and angry that I snarled at Him. I'm _frustrated_.

_"Go...go that way, Half Of Me. Pleeeeaaaase?"_

WE CANNOT GO THAT WAY, HALF OF ME. I WISH YOU COULD TALK FOR REAL.

o.o.o.o.o

_"Go that w-"_

NO.

He coaxes first and then when I ignore Him, He tries to force me even though of course He can't. I get annoyed and frustrated and turn around to go home.

_He falls off my back_. He didn't warn me He would, He just slides off and _falls_, and when I catch up to Him, He is glaring at me in that defiant way that I know means He did it on purpose. He is saying in His human way, _"I will fall and let myself die and very so much hurt Your heart unless You do what I want."_

THAT IS VERY BAD AND VERY VERY VERY SO MUCH SELFISH, HALF OF ME. WHY WOULD YOU SAY SOMETHING SO HORRIBLE LIKE THAT?

I catch Him, but when we get to the ground I don't let Him on my back again. I'm so angry that I punish Him, I haven't tried to subdue Him in a long time but He did something _so bad_ and horrible that I have to make Him _understand_ that He can't do horrible selfish things like that!

_He will not submit_.

He _refuses_.

I have Him pinned down, He can't escape, but even though I'm strong and He's weak and I'm right and He's wrong, _He won't submit_. We are not two halves like this. He is trying to break us and make us enemies.

I want to cry, it _hurts_, I shouldn't have let a human become half of me, but I don't know what to do, please submit please submit please please please please please please please...

_Finally_ His body goes limp. He's not looking at me challenging me anymore, He's not fighting anymore, but He's unresponsive and He won't love me either and He let me win, He knows He lost but...somehow He's not really submitting even though He says He is. He is hiding His heart from me. He really is a monster, He's so _cruel_.

I made myself half of a monster, _I'm_ the one who's stupid and bad and wrong, I want to cry and hide and grieve just like my human... Look at us, we are horrible and bad together just like we were happy and flying together, we really are two halves but both of us are bad and it hurts _so much_...

_To be continued..._
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My other half is sick. Not His body, because He's making His own body sick and won't let me help Him. It's His heart that is sick, my other half is _rotting_, I'm so scared and sad and I don't know what to do.

_"Half Of Me! Get up and come with me!"_

_"No. Go away."_

_"...Half Of Me, You are so hungry, but it's okay; look, I have a tasty fish for You to eat."_

_"No."_

I cook it and offer it again. I know He likes His fish cooked.

_"I don't want it."_

_"Eat, Half Of Me!"_

_"LEAVE ME ALONE."_

o.o.o.o.o

_"HALF OF ME, GET UP AND EAT. GET UP AND EAT, YOU __**MUST**__ DO THIS."_

He gazes up at me. He doesn't struggle or snarl or even get angry, but He is _so defiant_ in His strange passive way. Even if someone tore Him up when He's like this, they wouldn't win - somehow in some very strange scary way, He would still win even if He's dead.

_"...Please, Half Of Me. You're too strong, I can't force You, but please eat. Please. I don't threaten You now; I beg You."_

_"I reject you. I want to die."_

My other half is rotting. He is killing His own body and He's killing my heart. I didn't know anything could hurt so very much.

o.o.o.o.o

I didn't tell Alpha because I'm ashamed that I made myself half of a monster, but I have to tell Him now. He will know how bad I am, but it's okay, I deserve it. Half Of Me is dying, and only Alpha can help Him now.

_"Alpha, I am very bad. My other half is a rotting monster, and He's killing both of us. I don't know what to do. He's too strong for me and He's hurting me too much, I don't know what to do."_

Alpha is angry that two of His flocklings are hurting each other so deeply, He's ANGRY that two halves are hurting each other so much, He's angry that one of His flocklings is rotting and He didn't know until now. He talks to Half Of Me for a long time.

Waiting waiting waiting, anxious apprehensive, waiting, will I die? Can Alpha save us, or will we die? Waiting, waiting, anxious appre-

Alpha lets Half Of Me go. Half Of Me is _so upset_, curled up on the ground so helpless and grieving.

_**"HOW DARE YOU."**_

No no no no no no no no no no no...!

_**"YOU DID THIS BAD THING TO MY FLOCKLING THAT I LOVE. YOU **__**STOLE**__** HIM. YOU STOLE HIM AWAY FROM HIS MOST PRECIOUS THINGS, WHY DID YOU DO THIS TERRIBLE THING?"**_

I am the bad worst most horrible dragon I want to hide very deep sleep forever don't look at me-!

Half Of Me. His small body, His gentle paws.

_He is shielding me from Alpha._

...

I don't. Understand it. I don't understand. Half Of...Me...I hurt You so much, I _made You_ sad and grieving and bad, I...I did this, I hurt You so much You almost killed us both trying to escape, but...You...come back and...help me? Together with...me...

We are two halves again. We are one person here trembling and grieving and ashamed together, punished by our alpha for all the terrible bad things we did wrong, but we are...together...

Alpha is amazed. _"So beautiful/ugly/beautiful...humans are so strange and horrible and wonderful, I don't understand..."_

I'm so amazed that I'm a little scared, too. Half Of Me is so weak, but somehow at the same time He is so strong that He can _shield me from a sea-king_. My human is terrifying. No one can hurt me when I'm with Him. Everyone can hurt Him, I have to protect Him, but He protects me too even from things I didn't know I could be protected from...

Alpha makes Half Of Me eat. My human despairs, but He eats; His heart is so hurt but His body is a little better now.

_"Tend to him,"_ Alpha tells me. _"When he is strong enough to fly again, you will take him back to his human nest and his children that he loves."_

I am horrified. _"Why do You tell me to do this?! He is my OTHER HALF! You tell me to throw away my other half?!"_

_"He is your other half. You will sacrifice yourself because you love him."_

This is what two halves do, but, but, sacrifice myself to LOSE HIM?! No, why?! Why must I do this thing when I will lose Him instead of save Him?!

But...but I couldn't save Him here in my good nest, I couldn't help him, I...the only way I can help the person I love most is to send Him away from me...?

_"Poor Nightwing,"_ Alpha says, and His compassion comforts me a little. _"This is a very big thing you did, to make yourself half of a human. So dangerous; you are very brave. They aren't like us."_

_"Half Of Me...Half Of Me...losing Him..."_

_"They can have more than one other half. They can give themselves to so many. They share themselves, they can very much love someone they don't even know, their love is strange and frightening and beautiful. This dangerous sweet thing you did, Nightwing."_

_"Half Of Me..."_

_"Our little human belongs to us, but he belongs to his precious things that he loves, too. He will reunite with them, he will heal. But he loves us, too - maybe he will love us so much there, so far away, just like he loved his precious things so much here, so far away. We must do this thing for him, but I don't think that bond will break. It will hurt us, so much pain, us and him and them. But it will not break. Human love is frightening and strange and amazing and so strong."_

_"Losing...my half of me that I love..."_

o.o.o.o.o

I know why the thing that I did was very bad. Half Of Me loved His precious things so much, just like I love Him so much. I never had a precious thing before, so I was stupid and didn't understand, but I have a precious thing now, so now I understand. If someone stole my other half away from me, I would feel like my heart had been torn out. If I couldn't get back to my precious thing, I would want to lie down and die from grief.

_I did this to my other half_. This terrible hurting thing, _I did it to the person I love most_.

That's why He wanted to die. That's why He grieved and despaired and tried to escape and tried to die. That's why He defied me and fought me and hurt me. He was trying to get back to His precious things, His first ones before me, but I didn't let Him. I hurt Him _so much_.

That's why I'm bad, and that's why I deserve to be hurt now and lose Him.

I tend to my other half. He lets me now, even though He's grieving and heart-sick. His body is gaining strength, but finally finally finally He gave up, and even though I finally won, I hate it because He lost and now it's like His heart is dying. Maybe it was better when He was winning and fighting me and hurting me so much, because at least He was still trying to live.

Sometimes He still says _"I love You."_ The way He says it makes me feel like our love is poison to each other.

I was so wrong to steal Him. We should have become two halves by reaching out to each other, but we didn't. He didn't want to be taken away from His own nest and His precious things, but I stole Him. That's why we are so bad to each other, because I forced Him instead of offering to Him.

"Toothless, fly?"

'Toothless' is His special sound-name for me. 'Fly' means He wants to go flying with me. He is asking me so gently in His human way to please take Him away back to His human nest.

I'm so sad, I'm so sad, but I must do it. _"Alpha!"_

_"What is it?"_

_"He's leaving us, He's leaving us, He's leaving us. I'm so sad."_

_"I am very sad, too."_

Many flockmates come to tell Him goodbye, our little clever paws human flockmate that we all love and wanted so much to protect and help. _"Ours,"_ they mark Him, so that foreigners will _know_ to be wary and not hurt Him, because He still belongs to our flock and many dragons from this nest will avenge Him if He is hurt. _"Ours, ours, ours...!"_

We are flying. I am throwing my other half my most precious thing away. I am _so sad_.

_"Up,"_ He asks me, but I'm too sad to play. My heart hurts, how can I play and be joyful when I'm losing my other half?

Flying. Flying. I feel it now, the border of _her_ territory, that sky-king queen who tried to steal me... I know about her now, I will be careful, but I don't like being in this unstable rotten territory. Her _calling_ gets stronger and stronger as we fly deeper toward her nest. It's dangerous, and _I have to leave my half of me here_, I hate it I hate it I hate it...!

Me and Half Of Me and Friend fly as far as we dare. But me and Friend are scared of being caught by that bad queen so that we start losing our minds again like we did before, we don't dare get any closer.

Half Of Me sleeps together with us, curled up between us so we can keep His small scaleless body warm. I have become a day-creature for Him, I was a night-creature before but my other half loves the sun, so now I love the sun too and I must sleep at night or I will be so tired during the day with Him...but I will not have Him during the day anymore and I will not have Him at night either, He is leaving me, it hurts it hurts it _hurts_...

o.o.o.o.o

The sun is shining. We are fed. We are sad. Half Of Me is caressing us and squeezing us with His forelegs like He's trying to claim us, He is so sad and I know He is telling us goodbye.

_"Ours,"_ we mark Him. _"Our precious thing that we love."_

He leaves us. He is gone. He is gone. He is _gone_.

o.o.o.o.o

I can't fly, I am grieving too much. Finally Friend picks me up and carries me away like prey. He carries me and carries me, finally I stop being sad because I'm so _uncomfortable_. I don't like being carried like prey.

...I did this to Half Of Me, too. I hurt Him SO MUCH and I also hurt Him like _this_. Did I ever do anything to the one I love that was good instead of hurting hurting hurting?!

I fly the rest of the way home, but I am _too very much sad_. I creep into my aerie and curl up in a corner so I can be Sad.

o.o.o.o.o

This is what it feels like to be dying of grief.

This is how Half Of Me felt.

I made Him feel like this, and now He's making me feel like this. We are two halves, so we know how to love each other and we know how to kill each other.

o.o.o.o.o

It is taking _too long_ for me to die. I want to die, but my body won't, it's too strong.

I stumble out of my aerie, I'm weak but not dying yet. _"Alpha!"_

_"What is it? ...Oh, poor little flockling..."_

_"I miss Him. I miss Him so much that my name is Missing Him. It hurts so much that I don't know what to do."_

_"Come here. Rest."_ I stay close to Alpha for a long time and let Him comfort me. He loves me loves me, we belong to each other, but He loves all His other flocklings and they all belong to each other, too...

That is why my precious one was half of me. _Me_. He belonged to me _most_ and I tried so much to belong to Him most, we were special together. I love Alpha, I trust my flockmates, but Half Of Me was the only only one who could lie on my back and fly with me, and talk to me as if He was my own self. _"I...miss...Him..."_

o.o.o.o.o

I am lying in this spot that He claimed. It smells like grief and sick and anger and despair, but I still want to be here because it smells like _Him_.

Friend comes and pulls me away from the grief/sick/anger/despair place, and I'm too weak to stop him. _"Please don't die, Friend."_

_"Dying without Half Of Me."_

_"Please don't. I lost Half Of Me and I lost Half's Child. I don't want to lose you my friend, too."_

I look at Friend. He knows exactly how this grief feels. He lost his other half, too...and she's not even still alive far away, she's _dead_.

_"...What will make me alive again, Friend?"_

_"You are already alive. You think you're not, but you are. Get up. Our flock needs you. You cannot give yourself to your other half anymore, so you will give yourself to your flock."_

Yes. It is selfish to lie here and die. I will not grieve for Half Of Me here, alone and giving up. I will grieve for Him as I tend to my flockmates and protect them and feed them and teach them.

_"Half Of Me is with his precious things that he loves again. He is happy now. Someday I will be happy because my other half is happy, even though He's far away from me..."_

_To be concluded..._

Author's Notes: There's a new poll about this story on my FFN profile.
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This silly troop of juveniles came with us, and now they're teaching the fledglings how to do silly crazy useless fun tricks. _"Now close your wings, close your wings!"_

_"?! But I will fall if I do that!"_

_"YES, YES, FALL~!"_ the juveniles crow gleefully, and they do it to show the fledglings. Our trick that Half Of Me taught us, I miss Him so much I miss Him so much I miss Him so much... The fledglings are shocked and confused and a little scared.

_"Stop that!"_ I roar. _"Crazy useless fun tricks are for people who already know how to fly. They are __**fledglings**__, this is their first hunting flight, don't scare and confuse them!"_

A fledgling closes her wings and drops. She screams and struggles and snaps out her wings again but she's all wrong now, _ugh_ stupid younglings her wings are all wrong and can't catch the wind, now I have to save her.

_"I SAID DON'T DO CRAZY TRICKS UNTIL __**AFTER**__ YOU LEARN TO FLY WELL."_

_"Sorry, sorry...!"_

_"YOU TROOP, SILLY BAD TROOP DISTRACTING THEM, GO AWAY."_

I teach the fledglings some more, a few of them catch fish but the rest of them are so bad at it, uuuuggghhh I'm so frustrated, I don't like younglings, Friend likes them better, I wish he was here to teach them instead of me... We have to finish this hunting-flight _soon_, a storm is coming.

_"NIGHTWING!"_ That is a guardian, she is rushing toward us, there is danger?! But no, she's very much excited...? _"NIGHTWING, GO HOME GO HOME GO HOOOOOME!"_

_"Danger?! Danger?!"_ Why is she so happy if there's danger?!

_"NOT DANGER! NIGHTWING GO HOME! HALF OF YOU CAME BACK!"_

WHAT. No. No, this is an impossible thing, Half Of Me is gone forever, but my wings are pumping and I'm rushing rushing rushing home, if it's a trick joke bad _not-true_ thing I will be SO UPSET.

_"Half Of Me...?! Half Of Me...?!"_

I dive into the nest and I know where He is now, Friend is there Friend brought Him, Alpha is talking to Him, our flockmates are greeting Him.

_Him_, my Half Of Me. I rush to Him, something's wrong with Him but there's always been something wrong with Him, and it doesn't matter now because even though monsters I can't fight are still riding Him, He sees me and He _wants_ me and He's reaching for me, He wants me, He wants me. He's not leaving me. He came back, He wants to be close to me.

_"HALF OF ME HALF OF ME HALF OF ME. MINE MINE MINE MINE MINE MINE MINE."_

_"Mine...mine..."_ He's so weak with grief, but now it's wants-to-be-with-me grief instead of wants-to-leave-me grief. He crawls onto my back and we _fly_, at last we are together and two-who-are-one again.

We fly straight into the storm. The wind tears at my wings and tries to tear Half Of Me from my back, but it's okay. We fly together and roar together and fight the storm together, and we win.

o.o.o.o.o

Something is wrong with my other half. It's like his children who are so precious to Him were both His other halves, too. It's like He lost them and is dying of grief like me-who-was, except He is giving His whole self to me and not-dying because I'm His _third_ other half and I'm still alive. He is dying and not-dying at the same time, these monsters who ride Him are so cruel and I _hate_ that I can't fight them.

The only time He's good and whole is when we are flying together, but He's so broken the rest of the time that He needs to fly _so much_, and He wears me out. I want so much to help Him, but my body isn't strong enough.

_"Let me fly him."_ Friend takes Half Of Me away back into the sky, and I _rest_.

I sleep for so long, I don't wake up until Friend comes back, Friend is exhausted and now he needs to sleep, but Half Of Me is already begging, "Toothless, fly?" Yes, I will fly Him...I hope that Friend is rested enough to fly Him again when I come back too tired. Will Half Of Me ever get tired? Will He be fleeing His grief forever?

o.o.o.o.o

He needs to fly so much, our flockmates start helping us. I'm so tired, I hear Him wailing out there, I must go tend to Him and comfort Him... No, Falls picked Him up, He's flying with Falls now so He stopped crying. I can sleep a little more.

o.o.o.o.o

_"Listen to me."_ Alpha is giving orders to the whole flock. _"Our flockmate Human, he is heart-sick. His troop is taking care of him as best they can, but his heart is very much strong and this sickness runs very deep into it, so sometimes his sickness is too powerful for them. All of you must be alert. When he falls, you must catch him; when he is cold, you must warm him; when he is hungry, you must feed him. He is too heart-sick to take care of himself, so if we don't take care of him, he will die."_

I'm scared that I can't make my Half Of Me better, but at least our whole flock will help me tend to Him now...

o.o.o.o.o

Half Of Me is asleep with Friend, worn out from fleeing His grief and from talking to Alpha. Now Alpha wants to talk to me. _"I don't know if humans are monsters or not monsters."_

_"My human is not a monster anymore!"_

_"Broken is not a monster. Clever Paws was not a monster. But they are only two, and the humans who cause so much pain are many..."_

_"It was humans who hurt Half Of Me, yes?"_

_"Yes...I am disturbed when he tells me of it..."_

_"What did they do to Him, to break Him so much?!"_

_"So hard to understand. His children, yes? __**His**__. He loves them like he loves you, he is their sire who takes care of them and raises them...why did they take them away from him?"_

_"WHO TOOK MY HALF'S PRECIOUS THINGS AWAY FROM HIM?!"_ I will kill them and retrieve His precious things and bring them back to Him!

_"So strange and disturbing. His own pack, his own __**mate**__. He was kind and helped dragons escape from captivity, but this is a terrible crime in his pack?! Why?! Why?! He did this very good thing, but they say he is bad, they punish him so cruelly, they keep his precious things with them but they drive him out away from the pack, if he did not have a flock here to retrieve him and love him, he would die! Why would they do such a terrible thing when he did nothing wrong?! Why? I don't understand it...I don't understand it..."_

_"THIS HUMAN PACK IS CRAZY AND ROTTEN AND BAD. WE WILL BURN IT UNTIL ALL OF IT IS BLACK AND DEAD. But not Half Of Me's precious things, we will save them first and bring them here safe to Him. THEN we will burn His horrible bad rotten nest."_

_"He said no. Why? He said no. He wanted to do this thing, but he said no, so much death and pain is bad, he says we must let these monsters live, he says he must spare them because they are his packmates-who-were... This strange terrifying human love. Human love means you value parents and littermates and mates and offspring ONLY because they are your parents and littermates and mates and offspring; human love means you do not turn on your packmates even when they turn on you, ONLY because they are your packmates; human love means that you love your babies and miss them so much and grieve to be away from them ONLY because they are your babies; human love...human love is crazy and hurts __**so much**__."_

I'm shivering as I listen to Alpha. He can talk with my human other half but even He can't understand humans.

_"It hurts so much,"_ Alpha says,_ "but human love can protect a whole human pack from a very much stronger dragon flock; human love can connect a parent and child even though they lost each other forever; a human with human love can shield a nightwing who stole him and hurt him and took him for his own even though he didn't give himself to him; human love means one can have an other half and another other half and __**another**__, all at the same time; human love can make one two halves with someone who caused him so much pain... Human love is so powerful and terrifying, I don't understand it."_

I'm frightened. And...awed. _"Alpha? ...Is Half Of Me a king?"_ He can't be a sea-king because He is not a sea creature, and He can't be a sky-king because He can't even fly on His own. Maybe He is a land-king?

_"This is what I wonder. I think maybe yes."_

I'm shocked. How can anyone BREAK a king?! How?! But...to break someone so very much, and for Him to still be alive and still have love in His heart...only a king could do that.

_"...I must take very good care of my broken land-king Half Of Me."_

_"Yes."_

o.o.o.o.o

Half Of Me is one of _those people_, like Friend. It's not just His own babies that He loves; He loves ALL BABIES. I do not like babies! It's difficult to be a doesn't-like-babies person whose troopmates love babies...!

_"I love you,"_ Half Of Me tells so many babies, laughing His human laughter. _"You are adorable and sweet and precious and funny, and it makes me feel good to take care of you~"_

That is why I have to let Half Of me love babies! I _do not like_ that He loves them, but I like that they make Him feel better. Aaaaggghhhh, this is difficult and annoying...

_"Broken!"_ Whiptail comes to greet Half Of Me.

"Well, hey there, you. And aaaawww, look who we have here!" Half Of Me crouches down to show affection to her eager brood.

_"Hello, Broken!"_ Whiptail says. I know what she wants, noooooo..._ "I will leave and rest, and you will take care of my babies until I come back."_

_"Yaaaayyyy!"_ her hatchlings cheer, _"New toy!"_ Their mother flies away.

"Whoa, wait, you forgot your kids! Uh... Well, I guess I'm babysitting you guys?" He laughs even though that little green one is pulling on Him too hard and hurting Him! "Ow, haha. Hey, little guy, let's gnaw on something else, okay?" He picks up a seal bone toy and teases the hatchlings with it.

_"Yaaaahhh, get the monster dead thing!"_

_"Yaaahhhhh!"_

"Whoa! Haha, man, you guys are rambunctious...!"

o.o.o.o.o

I wake up because Half Of Me is crying in His human way that makes me nervous, wailing with salt water streaming down His face.

I start to comfort Him, but one of the older hatchlings is already here, crooning and rubbing her face against His and letting Him squeeze her hard with His forelegs even though it pins her wings. _"It's okay, Broken, it's okay,"_ she croons,_ "you are safe here in this good nest with these flockmates who love you, they are surrounding you protecting you, I love you, we will fill up your heart with love until there is no more room for grief."_

He's still whimpering and clutching her, but He's quieter now and I think it's good for Him to have a person who's small enough for Him to cover with His body. Maybe it reminds Him of His small lost babies that He would hold like that, or maybe He's so small and defenseless that it's very frustrating to be dominated and protected _all the time_, maybe He needs someone weaker than Him that He can protect and make Him feel strong. I comfort Him, too. She is warming up at Him and I am warming down at Him, together we cover Him and reassure Him.

"I miss them so much...I miss them...so...much..."

I like this hatchling. She is very young, but she still loves Half Of Me and protects Him from the other hatchlings and wants to take care of Him. She worries about Him when she has to leave Him, so she's trying to grow up fast fast fast so she can leave her parents and join our troop and be close to Half Of Me more often.

o.o.o.o.o

Nooooooooooo, I do not like babies!

I should not have to raise babies! I have no mate, my other half did not die and leave orphans for me to raise - _but He adopted them_. He adopted them, these two eggs with no parents, and now they will be His babies. He will be their new mama and I'm His other half so I have to be their papa and they will say _"Mine mine mine!"_ about their mama even though He's _mine_, and they're babies so I can't tell them they're wrong. I DON'T LIKE IT.

_"It's okay, Friend,"_ says Friend. _"I will help you."_

_"I will help, too~!"_ Hen cheers. (Half Of Me's sound-name for her is "Hen," so I keep thinking that sound when I think of her.) _"Friend Broken my human will have babies~ I will help him take care of them and be a good mama to them!"_

Half Of Me is a good mama because He loves His babies so much. He is not a very good _dragon_ mama, but that's not His fault, it's only because He's human and doesn't know any better, and it's okay because I and Friend and Hen are all good dragons and we help. He is a good mama on His own, and He's a good dragon mama because He has His whole troop to help him.

The eggs hatch at night. Half Of Me is startled at first, He thinks there is danger? There are very many things He doesn't know, maybe He _doesn't know_ His eggs are hatching even though Friend is trying to tell Him to go tend to His baby that just hatched, and all the other dragons are trying to stay away so that Half Of Me will be the first adult His baby sees and he will know He is his mama.

_"Hungry, hungry! Confused uncomfortable I don't like it hungry!"_ the hatchling cries. Why won't his mama go to him?

The second egg hatches, Half Of Me rushes to shield Himself. Oh! His soft flesh will get hurt if those hot sharp pieces of shell hit Him!

But it's okay now, Half Of Me is safe, and now He's _finally_ going to His babies. _"I am your mama, this is my scent, I love you."_ That's all He says, He won't clean them very well or mark them properly, _siiigh_.

I wait until the hatchlings know for sure who their mama is, then I go to feed them so they'll shut up. I'm a little comforted when my other half caresses me and tells me I did well.

Ohhh...He was waiting. He was scared to leave His new babies the way He lost His old ones, but now that I'm here to watch over them, He leaves to get His not-tongue cleaning things and then He comes back. He won't use His tongue because He's a silly human, but He still cleans the birth-slime off of His babies.

I already know He can't mark His children because He can't mark us very well, either, but it's okay, He has troopmates to help Him and make good marks on His babies for him. Alpha marks them as His new flocklings and is very happy because Half Of Me is finally, FINALLY mostly happy. It was very good to let Him adopt these orphans. The precious things that He lost and grieved so much for were His children, so now He has children again to be precious to Him and soothe His pain.

We take care of the new babies, and now they are tired and so are we. They find their mama and curl into Him, He is very soft for them to rest against. I lie down with my other half; I am very good for _Him_ to rest against. Our whole troop is safe and together, and finally, finally, finally, our human that we love is happy.

o.o.o

Author's Notes: That's it for "Beloved"! I hope that some of your questions were cleared up by seeing the dragons' perspective.

Regarding the future of this story:

The first chapter of "Interim" (the next sequel) will definitely be posted on schedule, though I'm still not 100% sure whether I'll just add "Interim" here as new chapters or start posting it separately. The first chapter is horrible and I initially didn't want it to contaminate the comparatively cleaner "dhas," but then bits of dhas ended up being worse than I expected, so now I'm not sure I should bother separating the story arcs. *sweatdrop*

"Interim" is still incomplete (though I _have_ still slowly been making progress on it), and I don't want to post most of it until I've finished it and am sure I haven't forgotten anything. I'm still going back and forth about whether to post its second chapter on schedule. Regardless of whether you get that chapter sooner or later, the rest of "Interim" will definitely be going on hiatus until I finish it.

In the meantime, my muse clamored so loudly for alternate scenarios that I started drafting a couple of them, even though I had meant to wait until I get the main story finished first. It would be nice if I could eventually do all my ideas for alternate scenarios, but I probably won't have time to do every single one, so I started with the ones I have the most inspiration for. However, I'm still very curious to know what reader preferences and opinions are in the poll!

Please note that both of the AUs I'm currently working on ("Astrid is not abusive" and "genderswap") will be brutally censored on FFN and not worth reading on this site. You know the drill.

In short, there should be anywhere from 1-4 updates in the coming weeks, but after that, this story might go quiet for a while until I get enough written to start posting again.
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Summary: Hiccup thrives in the Bewilderbeast's northern Sanctuary as his human children grow older back on Berk.
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(rough draft)

"Come here, babies~!"

Finn and Valka - the dragons - immediately looked up from whatever nasty thing they were eating. Val chirped in delight and rushed to her mother; Finn dipped his head for one last morsel and then ambled over to join his sister.

"Ooooh, what have you gotten _into_ this time?" Hiccup cooed as he tried to get a better look at the pink feathery-looking stuff stuck in Valka's teeth. "What have you icky little troublemakers gotten _into_~?"

He was a little amazed at how affectionate he felt toward creatures who had been interrupted doing something so revolting. Many of the parents he'd seen at home would yell at their kids for playing in garbage, but Hiccup's disgust seemed so far removed that it had no effect on him at all. All he felt was that he loved his children _so much_.

Valka yapped at him enthusiastically. Hiccup picked her up and carried her over to a pool, Finn trotting at his heels. "Looks like someone needs a bath~" He cleaned up the baby dragons as best he could, then glanced up at Toothless, who almost always shadowed him.

He had learned from watching other dragon families that making a high-pitched baby noise and poking at a dragon's mouth, particularly if it was a parent dragon, tended to result in barfed-up food. Toothless had given Hiccup weird looks the first few times he'd done it, but the Night Fury was used to the routine now, and the hatchlings were fed properly without a fuss.

"That's right, you two. Come to _us_ when you're hungry, all right? Don't just jump on the first roadkill you happen to come across..."

o.o.o.o.o

In practical terms, things pretty much went back to how they had been before Hiccup had returned from his abduction.

Morale, however, was low. Hiccup had gone from a joke to a celebrity to a traitor; the villagers' usual stress often manifested as vitriol toward the man who had as good as attacked and stolen from his own tribe. The only reason Astrid, the wife who hadn't recognized her husband's dangerous madness until it was too late, didn't suffer more than quiet gossip was because she had been so decisive about dealing with the problem, but there still wasn't much warmth in most of the villagers' interactions with her.

Gobber stayed shut up in his house for several days, this time not even responding to the little twins as he had before. When he did finally drag himself back to work, he never smiled or whistled, and very rarely even spoke. The only times he seemed like even a ghost of his former self was whenever it was his turn to look after Hiccup's children.

About a year after Snotlout got married, his wife fell in battle. Despite the age difference, their marriage had been decent enough - she was a good cook and a skilled lover, which were the qualities he most cared about in a spouse; he had been fresh young meat in her bed, and they'd suited each other as far as their classic Viking talents and attitudes. Snotlout's sadness at losing his wife was genuine, but he had no regrets, for they had done well by each other and she had lived as long as could be expected before dying with honor.

Despite his sadness, there was no reason for him to dwell on his loss. It didn't take long after the funeral before Snotlout was once more setting his sights on the female he'd desired ever since she had started developing into a woman.

Astrid had been alone for months. It was so hard to keep ignoring her empty bed, she was now older and more experienced and felt more confident about being able to manage a man like Snotlout, and from a political standpoint, a Jorgenson would be her most strategic choice for a new husband.

"Awww, come on, babe, I- Wait, _what_?!"

"I said yes, Snotlout."

"Wh-?! As in...as in, yes, you'll marry me?!"

"Yes, Snotlout - that is, IF your morning gift is-"

"WHOO HOOOOOOOOO I KNEW IT I KNEW IT I KNEW IT, OH _YEAH_! SNOTLOUT, SNOTLOUT, OI OI OI~!"

_'What am I getting into?'_ she groaned silently, though she couldn't help smiling a little at his childish delight.

It was strange going through the wedding ceremony again, how familiar everything seemed yet how different she felt. She was glad that she didn't have to go through the trouble of moving again, since she'd convinced all the people who mattered that it made more sense for the chieftain's new spouse to move into her house rather than the other way around. She wasn't particularly looking forward to being married to Snotlout, or being married at all, but the restoration of her sex life would be worth it.

Or so she thought at first. She put up with Snotlout's leers and ridiculous comments during the wedding feast, since that was only to be expected from him - but then the door to their bedchamber closed and he was _consuming_ her with his delighted, lust-crazed eyes like she was the most delicious haunch of meat he had ever seen, and he was [*censored because FFN is stupid*] and pushing her onto the bed before she was mentally prepared. "Wait-!"

He [*censored because FFN is stupid*] was still fully dressed himself as he attacked her flesh with sloppy kisses.

"Slow _down_, I don't-" She broke off [*censored because FFN is stupid*], his touch surprisingly gentle even as [*censored because FFN is stupid*]. She gasped for breath, her mind whirling with a mix of pleasure and alarm. This was _not_ the way she did things, she didn't want to be so helplessly at his mercy like this, he was too _heavy_ to push away, she couldn't believe how much she disliked something that felt so good. "Snot...lout...!"

Finally his hands left her and she had a chance to _think_, but before she could do much more than sit up, [*censored because FFN is stupid*].

She couldn't help the noise she made that he apparently found encouraging, he was going too fast for her to collect her thoughts, she was trapped under him [*censored because FFN is stupid*], gasping and moaning as he cried out praises of her body that were as insulting as they were complimentary.

_'It wasn't...like this...with Hiccup...'_

Over the course of their wedding night, she couldn't decide if it was better or worse than it had been with Hiccup. The first time Snotlout [*censored because FFN is stupid*], making an incoherent whining sound of bliss, she finally managed to shove him off of her. She stripped off the rest of his clothes and threw them right out the window, ignoring his feeble protests, then climbed back onto the bed and made him [*censored because FFN is stupid*] until he was ready for a second round.

She made sure she was on top for that, and this time it was _much_ better, with the exception of his ecstatic shouting and screaming. Hiccup had never been so unabashedly noisy like that, or so gleefully and worshipfully derogatory...

o.o.o.o.o

As a lover, Snotlout was more aggressive than Hiccup, which Astrid (usually) liked. He was, surprisingly, a little smaller than Hiccup, which she adjusted to. He was a bit more kinky than Hiccup, which she...liked. Sort of. Sometimes.

He was also more selfish than Hiccup, which she most certainly did _not_ like.

He was _so_ proud of his own manliness, and seemed to assume that she, as the female, was automatically subordinate to him. He seemed to think that he owned her now that he was her husband, that he could grab her and touch her and use her body for his pleasure whenever and however he liked.

"Not _now_, Snotlout," she hissed, shoving him away. She was glad that her mother and the children were staying with another family during the traditional private first month of a marriage. Astrid hoped that her new husband would keep his hands off her when the twins were watching, or that she could at least train him to be discrete in front of them...she couldn't help feeling uneasy about Hiccup's children witnessing another man touching their mother in such a way. "I have two meetings and a dispute to settle, just _wait_ until tonight."

"You have time for an appetizer, though, right?" he said eagerly, [*censored because FFN is stupid*]. She hit him savagely so that he fell back with a cry, and marched on to her duties.

That night, she was half expecting her husband to be sulky and set on denying her satisfaction, but instead, Snotlout seized her the instant she walked through the front door, hoisted her up so that she automatically wrapped her legs around his waist for support, and started kissing her lips and throat as he carried her toward the bed, one hand eagerly [*censored because FFN is stupid*].

_'So I'm not going to be punished for hitting him...'_ _This_ was how it was supposed to be: a properly manly husband who could take a hit, who lusted for her day and night, who couldn't keep his hands off her and thought she was the most beautiful creature in the world.

She was shocked to find that she didn't entirely like it. It was nice to not have to worry about the consequences of her violence, but she had _liked_ being the one in control of her sex life, and even how Hiccup had always fought her as if she was an enemy worth his effort and consideration. Snotlout didn't even seem to see her inside her own body, as if her perfect physical features were the only parts of her that mattered to him.

"I'm starving, wifey," he said playfully as he tossed her down on the bed. "How about getting me something to _eat_, huh?"

"No," she gasped, but wasn't quick enough; he'd managed to [*censored because FFN is stupid*]. "_No_, Snotlout!" She'd learned that he was always happy enough to go down on her, but that he then expected her to return the favor, and _that_ was something she refused to even _consider_ ever doing for him. She hadn't yet figured out how to persuade him to accept a one-sided arrangement, and didn't want to risk 'owing' him before then.

He struggled to lift her shielding hands away, then when he was unsuccessful, he ducked down and [*censored because FFN is stupid*].

"_Stop_. Stop or I'll _break your nose_."

He grinned at her lasciviously. "I dare you." He seemed surprised when she did successfully manage to beat him away, but he quickly got over it once she shimmied out of the rest of her clothes and allowed him to [*censored because FFN is stupid*], which was a rare occurrence.

He usually didn't mind letting her be in the dominant position, but it was as if he was keeping track and made sure that he was on top _more often_, as if that was a way of establishing his role in the relationship as well. Astrid would have none of it, and learned to take him by surprise and gain the advantage, until he developed a new rule in their game that always greatly boosted his 'score.' _'Games,'_ she thought. _'Now _that_ is just like it was with Hiccup, the power struggles and the trade-offs and working the system...'_

Except that Hiccup had been easier to play with. As long as he got the bare minimum of whatever he wanted, he was willing to give more than he took, unlike Snotlout who was determined to 'win' even when he was already ahead.

Astrid was still stronger than Snotlout overall, but he was a _lot_ stronger than Hiccup had been, and so much harder for her to physically control for long. She was utterly horrified the first time she found herself facedown beneath him, unable to break free. "NO, Snotlout!"

"Don't worry, babe, I know what I'm doing. I promise you'll like it."

"NO!"

She _hated_ it, completely hated it, but he triumphantly showed her [*censored because FFN is stupid*] as if that was proof that he'd been right. "See? Told ya you'd like it."

"I HATE YOU!" She'd kicked him out of the house for nearly three days after that, furious at him but also at her own traitorous body. _'Just because it _felt_ good doesn't mean I wanted it! Just because you could control my body doesn't make it okay that you did that to me...!'_

At least it was curing her sex addiction. Not enough for her to make his banishment from her bed permanent, but...she didn't _crave_ sex anymore, the way she had when Hiccup was her lover. Sometimes, she actually _wasn't in the mood_ for sex, or even dreaded it; sometimes, even when Snotlout had been amenable to her stated desires and less selfish than usual, she would still feel dissatisfied as she lay in his arms afterward.

Another problem was that even though Snotlout was brash and crude and arrogant and selfish and idiotic, he wasn't _entirely_ bad. She couldn't hate him as much as she wanted to, which meant she was reluctant to give up on him so quickly. Sometimes his compliments actually felt like compliments, sometimes he'd do unexpectedly sweet things like bring her flowers or make her dinner (his cooking, though not as good as Hiccup's, was surprisingly decent). Sometimes, instead of his usual practice of [*censored because FFN is stupid*], he'd simply put his arms around her and inhale the scent of her hair and tell her she smelled like the best soap ever.

Then other times, it'd be the pushy entitlement routine, and she'd hate him all over again. Like right now, as she clenched her teeth to try to stay silent. She was bent over with her hands pinned above her head as her husband merrily [*censored because FFN is stupid*] behind her, and she _refused_ to give him the satisfaction of her moans. _'This is not okay, this is not what I signed up for, you might be my husband but even you are not allowed to rape me, I don't care how wet you made sure I was before you shoved yourself into me, I did NOT agree to this-'_

She was struck by sudden realization. She hadn't thought it was possible for a man to be raped by a woman, yet that was the accusation Hiccup had always leveled at her. She wasn't quite sure if real rape could even exist within the bonds of marriage, and she hadn't thought that someone could be a victim if they physically enjoyed what was done to them, yet...wasn't that exactly what was happening to her now? The man holding her down and [*censored because FFN is stupid*] was her husband, and her body was betraying her, but she _hadn't wanted_ it like this and he _hadn't listened_ to her protests. She didn't feel loved - she felt humiliated and suffocated and helpless.

_'That's what I did to Hiccup,'_ she realized, wanting to scream with horror. _'What is happening to me right now... I did this to Hiccup. I did it to him _every_ - _single_ - _night_.'_

She was desperate to keep silent, she had never let Snotlout see her tears before, but this was too much. She hoped he was too far gone on pleasure to notice, she hoped-

Why was he stopping?

"Hey...are you crying?"

"GET OFF ME!" she screamed, and then sobs were bursting from her uncontrollably.

"Whoa! Whoa, whoa, I- I didn't mean-"

His grip had loosened, and she was finally able to break free. She stormed up to the loft and crouched down by the bed frame, hugging her arms around herself. She wept because she'd been overpowered and used like a lifeless object, she wept out of remorse for something it had taken far too long to realize she'd done wrong, she wept because Snotlout had seen her cry and her humiliation was complete, and now she wept because the loft was SO EMPTY without him, her real husband, Hiccup, gone forever, he was a traitor but all she could remember was his gentleness and his kindness and his-

She heard footsteps coming up the stairs and she turned away in dismay, wishing that she'd gotten dressed first, feeling so vulnerable and frightened but having nothing except her hair and her limbs to cover her[self] with.

"Babe?" Snotlout sounded hesitant, uncertain.

"GET OUT!"

Of course he ignored her, but his arms were gentle as they went around her. "Hey...Astrid, really, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to hurt you."

"Don't touch me," she ground out. [*censored because FFN is stupid*] She couldn't bear the touch of his bare skin on hers.

"I'm sorry," Snotlout said earnestly. "I know I can be too much for the ladies sometimes, but nothin' I can do about it...it comes along with the territory, heh."

She burst into laughter, surprising herself. He really meant it. He really thought he was such a stud, he had no idea how ridiculous he was. It was almost cute. She still wasn't about to forgive him for forcing himself on her, but she could see a little bit how a certain type of woman might find him endearing.

She struggled a little, though not very much, when he pulled her into his arms to carry her. "Come on back downstairs, I'll get you something to drink," he said encouragingly.

"I don't want something to drink."

He kissed her on the nose as if she was an adorably protesting child. "Of course you do. Come on, babe, let me make it up to you. I really am sorry."

"Snotlout," she said seriously, taking his face between her hands, and he actually paused and _looked_ at her for a moment. "Don't ever do that to me again. Holding me down like that... I don't like it. This isn't some coy 'No really means yes' thing; I really _don't like it_."

He frowned and started to [*censored because FFN is stupid*] check. Furious again, she slapped him hard across the face, struggled to her feet, and stormed down the stairs.

Their marriage didn't even last a month. Before they had finished consuming the mead from their wedding, they were divorced.

_To be continued..._


	19. Interi

**A** **DreamWorks' **_**How to Train Your Dragon**_** fanfic by Raberba girl**

**(rough draft)**

Warning for brief language.

**Other than that, I do not personally think that this chapter needs a warning, but I'm putting one anyway because I know that child discipline can be a controversial topic. If you're the type who gets hot and bothered about that topic, please skip this chapter.**

o.o.o

Astrid's role as the chief was enough of a given by now that the only significant effect her divorce had was on the gossip. Sometimes, though, she felt like the gossip alone was bad enough.

"...had her mewing like a kitten, haha!"

Astrid froze with a bowl of soup in her hands, about to pass the table where the others of her generation were gathered to eat. None of them had noticed her yet.

"I would have _paid_ to see you taking Miss High-And-Mighty down a few notches," Ruffnut cackled.

"Nah, she wasn't that bad," Snotlout responded in what he probably thought was a generous way. "She was like...a little kid. With a fantastic ass and a rock-hard fist."

"You have a thing for little kids?" Tuffnut said, raising an eyebrow.

"Not like that, man! I mean she- I wanted to _protect_ her, you know? I wanted to make her happy." Snotlout thumped his chest. "Seriously, I make, like, the best husband, all that protect and provide stuff."

"Yeah, the best husband," Ruffnut snorted. "Maybe next time you'll last more than three weeks."

"Hey, that wasn't _my_ fault! She just didn't know how to handle a real man. After all, she's never had one before, heh."

"But Hiccup must have been doing _something_ right," Fishlegs pointed out, "since she never actually divorced him- Eep!" The first one to finally notice Astrid, he stared at her, panicked.

Astrid had to say something now that all of their attention was fixed on her. Too mortified to think straight, the only thing she could come up with was, "Hiccup knew how to treat a woman. You should have taken lessons from him before the dragons ruined him, Snotlout." She walked away.

o.o.o.o.o

Hiccup had seen dragons with injuries before, but this was the first time he connected the injuries to human interference.

The small newcomer was howling in pain and anger, lashing his tail, blood staining his hind leg - which was still caught in a trap. The dragon had apparently managed to break the chain, but hadn't been able to free himself from the cruel iron clamped on his flesh.

Hiccup stared, having come along with all the others investigating the newcomer. Some dragons attempted to comfort the injured male, and others tried licking at his wound. Finn crept up to Cloudjumper's back to hide; Valka hurried forward, chirping curiously until she caught a whiff of the blood and was nearly hit by a flailing limb, sending her fleeing to her mother's arms.

Hiccup handed off his daughter to Hen and began to cautiously approach. The injured dragon caught sight of him and went nuts, spitting fire and screaming.

Hiccup instinctively threw up his arms in defense, but Toothless had already jumped in front of him like a living shield, snarling and spreading his wings wide. Many of the other dragons were roaring as well in defense of their little human flockmate.

The injured dragon whimpered in fear and confusion, cringing away from the human he wasn't allowed to threaten. Hiccup dropped to the ground and held out his open hands, showing that they were empty. _"I am not a threat."_

The dragon growled fearfully.

"Ssshhh, it's okay, I won't hurt you. I just want to look." Hiccup crawled closer and examined the trap without touching it. His jaw tightened as he took in the damage. He had come a long way from his days of thinking that dragons deserved any harm that befell them - now, he felt that anyone who would maim a creature like this was a monster. "I can...I can do this, I need-"

He hurriedly scrambled backward and then up to his feet when he was far enough away from the frightened dragon. "Toothless!" Even as he spoke, he was sliding onto his partner's back and the Night Fury's wings were unfurling. They leaped into the air, followed by their curious troopmates, and Hiccup guided them to the cave he lived in with his dragon family. "Right here, right here, Toothless, just a minute-"

He grabbed the metal bar he needed and hurried back to the injured dragon. "Okay...okay, ssshhh, it's all right...this might hurt a bit but I _promise_ I'm only trying to help you." He set the tip of the bar between the teeth of the trap and tried to pry it open.

No matter how careful he was, he couldn't avoid jostling the injury. The dragon screeched in pain and started to snap at Hiccup, but Cloudjumper caught the dragon and pinned him down with a fierce snarl before those fangs could reach the defenseless human. Shakily, Hiccup tried again, but yelped and stumbled back when the dragon managed to belch a tongue of flame at him.

An ear-splitting roar from the alpha instantly transformed the injured dragon's thrashing rage into quivering silence. Hiccup, his heart aching at the dragon's terror and pain, tried again to pry open the trap, and cursed himself when it became obvious he wasn't strong enough, at least not when he was trying to be delicate and didn't have better tools.

Tentatively, Toothless set both paws on the end of the bar and pushed, just as Hiccup had done. Hiccup hadn't been expecting that, so the bar was at a loose, ineffective angle, and it simply rolled away. Toothless cringed back at his failure.

"No, no, you had the right idea!" Hiccup exclaimed, encouraged by the thought that maybe he didn't have to do this alone. He petted and praised the Night Fury until Toothless looked hopeful again. Then he retrieved the bar, held it lower down its length, and poised a rock on the lip of the trap, using his foot to hold it in place. He indicated the far end of the bar again. "Toothless, push."

This time, he was holding the bar in place and guiding it as Toothless applied his strength. The jaws of the trap were pried open, and as they did, Hiccup quickly shoved with his foot, wedging the rock into the trap's jaws and holding them open. He had intended to extricate the injured leg gently, but the dragon gave a frantic kick. The trap snapped completely closed and fresh blood gushed from the wound, but the cruel piece of metal was skittering away, no longer clamped on flesh.

The dragon flopped to the ground, limp and exhausted, whimpering at the pain. Other dragons crowded back around him, tending to his wound and comforting him. Hiccup exhaled in relief and backed away, temporarily forgotten by all but his family.

And the alpha. _"You knew how to help him."_

Hiccup was too ashamed to answer at first, but finally managed, _"My people, evil cruel monsters, we make these 'traps' these hurting things...we make them, so we know how to loose them..."_

He was distracted from his shame by Finn nestling into his arms and purring, as Valka flapped around him, crowing, _"Mama is the best~ Mama is the best~"_

_"Very good to have a not-monster human in my flock again,"_ the king said, his mind-voice tinged with an uncharacteristically crafty tone.

Hiccup stared at him. "...I have a new job now, don't I," he realized, not really sure how to react. _"I am your good slave/tool, I will undo these bad human weapons for you and rescue your dragons from them."_ He absently put out a hand to stroke Toothless as the Night Fury bumped against him, asking for caresses.

_"Not a slave, not a lifeless thing. You are my flockling who loves your good flock, you know these things that none of us know, you will love and help and protect your flockmates by doing this thing only you can do."_

_"Yes..."_

_"Your mother that you love, this is what she did for us, too."_

_"What?! Mom?!"_

The alpha showed him memories of Valka destroying traps and opening cages and treating inflicted wounds.

"Mom..."

o.o.o.o.o

Astrid had been so frustrated with Finn's anxious sensitivity as an infant that she thought he would continue to be the more troublesome of the twins as they got older. She was surprised to find that it was Valka who became her real trial, far less obedient and more of a troublemaker than her brother.

The first time she felt the need to discipline her children, they were two years old and likely hadn't meant to purposefully cause damage. But that was _food_ they were ruining, precious and irreplaceable food, now mixed with pitch and being smeared around on the floor by two giggling toddlers who had no idea that they had just consigned themselves to a very hungry night.

"WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!"

Finn cowered immediately; Valka stared up at her mother in wide-eyed confusion. She held up her sticky black hands. "Playing, Mama!"

"Food is NOT for playing with! Do you even understand what you've done?!"

"Sorry, Mama, sorry, Mama, sorry, sorry," Finn begged.

He was so small and terrified that her anger faded, and she breathed deeply to calm herself down. _'Good,'_ she realized, _'this is good... He wouldn't have wanted me to punish them when I'm angry. I can do this. He thought I couldn't, but I _can_. I can do this right.'_ She held out her hands. "Come here."

Finn crept close; Valka trotted.

Their mother held them and looked earnestly into their eyes. "Listen to me. Food is a very precious, important thing. If you play with it and ruin it, it _hurts_ us. We'll be so hungry, but there will be nothing to eat because you ruined it. Do you understand that you can't play with food? You have so many toys, you can play with them as much as you want, but food is only for eating."

"And dragons," Valka added.

"...No, honey. Dragons are thieves. They take our food even though it doesn't belong to them, and then we're hungry and get hurt. They take and take until there's almost nothing left, and then when you take the little there is left and ruin it... That's very bad, Valka. Do you understand?"

"Very bad."

"All right. You have to remember that. That's why I have to punish you, so you'll remember the next time and won't do it again."

Valka's eyes widened as if she had just realized she was still in trouble. Finn, his head hanging silently as if he had already known, whimpered a little and clutched his mother's arm as she gripped the front of his tunic and bent him over. He burst into tears the instant she started spanking him, which startled her because she was taking care to swat him lightly - she wasn't actually hurting him, he had no reason to cry.

"Mama, what are you doing to him?!"

"Next time, you'll know to do the right thing." Hesitantly, she gave him a couple more token swats, then released him. He collapsed in a sobbing heap.

"Finn! Finn! Does your bottom hurt?" his sister cried, crouching down to pat his hair.

"Your turn, Val," Astrid said, reaching for her. Her daughter gave her a shocked, wide-eyed look before suddenly taking off. Astrid gaped after her for a moment, then set off in pursuit. Valka was _fast_ and agile for such a young child, and also screaming bloody murder as she fled. If the weather hadn't been bad enough for them to be trapped inside the house, Astrid was certain her daughter would have run out the door.

As it was, Astrid had to chase her for several minutes, and was furious by the time she caught the little girl. She stormed over to the table, shoved her still shrieking daughter facedown onto it, and slapped her palm hard against the child's squirming backside.

"I HATE YOU, MAMA, I HATE YOU!" Val screamed, dry-eyed and as furious as her mother.

Astrid came back to herself as she was raising her hand for the third or fourth strike. A tremor went through her as she realized what she was doing.

Shakily, Astrid tugged down the child's leggings, dreading what she would find. She didn't know what she expected, but was relieved to see that the girl's bottom was only a little red. It wouldn't bruise, there was no injury, she hadn't abused her own child...

Uneasily, Astrid pulled the leggings back up and spanked her daughter once more, calmly and almost gently this time as if to prove to herself that she could, then set the child on her feet.

"I hate you, Mama!" Val cried furiously. "You're a BAD MAMA!"

"Shut up," Astrid snapped. "_You_ were bad, too, for ruining food, that's the whole reason I had to spank you in the first place."

"You HURT ME!"

"Then be good next time, and I won't have to do it again." She looked up and saw Finn by the stairs, staring at her, looking frightened and still tearful. She reached out a hand to him. "Come here, Finn."

"Please, Mama, please, Mama, please-!"

"I'm _not_ going to hurt you! That's finished now. Come _here_, I won't hurt you."

He crept to her and tried to burrow into her for comfort; it was difficult to pry him off and get him to stand on his feet. "Listen. You did a good job, Finn. A real man owns up to his mistakes and takes the punishment he deserves. Good job." He went quiet, staring at her hopefully. Astrid next looked at her daughter, frowning. "_You_, on the other hand, have disappointed me."

Valka stuck her tongue out.

Astrid gritted her teeth and went on, "Finn's punishment is over, but _you_ have earned extra, for running away from me and being a coward, and now for disrespecting me."

"You can spank me and spank me, I won't cry like Finn," Valka declared, crossing her arms defiantly. "_He's_ a baby; _I'm_ a girl, I never cry!"

"I never said I was going to spank you again," Astrid snapped. "You're grounded. You are staying in my room until I say you can come out again, so that you learn to be brave and not a coward, and you're not allowed to talk to your brother."

Valka gasped, horrified, and struggled frantically in her mother's hands as Astrid dragged her over to the bedroom and shut her inside. "No, Mama, no, Mama, no, I'll be good, noooooooo...!"

When the door was shut and barred, Valka spent some time screaming and pounding on it, then eventually dissolved into sobs. Astrid, hating being trapped inside as they waited out the weather, struggled to mend some of the children's clothes to kill time. She looked up at one point to see Finn very quietly climbing onto the stool that he had somehow moved all the way to the bedroom door without her noticing. He would probably be high enough to reach the door handle.

"FINN BLACKMOLD HICCUPSON, GET AWAY FROM THAT DOOR."

Finn instantly scurried away, but Astrid did not immediately return to her work. She had called her child 'Hiccupson.' Legally, the children's surname was now their mother's, since their father had been disgraced and exiled, but... _'They are Hiccup's children,'_ she thought. _'He was a traitor and a dragon-lover, but...he still loved them, and he will always be their father.'_ If the children themselves wanted to change their name when they got old enough, she would let them - she didn't _want_ them to be shamed by it, and she herself would still avoid using 'Hiccupson' in public. But for now, when they were too young to really understand what their father had done wrong...

By the time the weather let up long enough for Astrid's mother to make it back to the house, it was evening. Both children were cranky and whiny from hunger. Astrid's mother had already gone to the larder before Astrid could tell her what had happened. "Did you eat supper without me?"

"No, Mother," Astrid said, grabbing both her children so they would pay attention. Valka, still upset about being punished earlier, jerked fiercely, trying to get away; Finn cried for the hundredth time that he was hungryyyyyyy. "No," Astrid said more loudly, "we did not eat supper, and we aren't _going_ to eat supper tonight, because the food we were supposed to eat for that meal has _already been used up_."

Her mother stared. Finn was now just crying wordlessly, and Valka was screaming louder than ever.

"Which _means_," Astrid snapped, giving both children a shake in a vain effort to shut them up, "the only one who gets to eat tonight is _Grandma_, because there is only enough food left for ONE PERSON, and _you_ two _already used up your food_."

"I can-" Mrs. Hofferson started, but broke off when her daughter glared meaningfully at her.

Astrid made her children sit and watch their grandmother eat her meal, which Mrs. Hofferson did rather uncomfortably. "_This_ is what happens when you waste food - there is not enough to go around. This is not a punishment, this is a consequence of your actions," Astrid lectured.

Finn couldn't bear to look and kept trying to hide his face against his mother. She alternated between prying him off and readjusting her restraining grip on Valka, who was straining toward the food and kept making angry attempts to break free.

It was while Astrid was focused on Val that she felt Finn burying his face against her again. Perhaps it had started out as comfort, but the familiarity must have reminded him, because now he was squirming to get under his mother's shirt. She froze, her eyes widening.

She'd had to wean her children early, the food shortages were too severe. No matter how legitimate the excuse was, she couldn't look her people in the face while she was getting more food than most of them, so she had stopped claiming the extra rations for nursing mothers. Her breasts had been dry for months now, but her hungry, crying children were instinctively seeking them out again.

Hopelessly, she let them try, but of course there was nothing for them. Valka soon gave up in frustration, giving an angry cry and striking her fist against her mother. Astrid just barely resisted the impulse to slap her; she seized the little girl's face and thundered, "_Do not hit me_."

"I'm HUNGRY!" Valka screamed.

"SO AM I, BUT I DON'T GO AROUND HITTING PEOPLE JUST BECAUSE I'M HUNGRY." Finn gave up as well, curled still and silent against his mother.

It was all enough of an ordeal to exhaust Astrid, and her patience was long gone by the time she started getting her still-cranky children ready for bed. She ended up spanking Valka again, though not Finn, since the mere threat of the punishment was enough to shut him up and send him rushing to huddle under the blankets.

Astrid, half-asleep, stroked Finn's back trying to lull him to sleep as well, tuning out the bedtime story her mother was telling the children. Valka was exclaiming in delight, but the next thing Astrid knew, the room was dark and silent except for the wind howling outside. And Finn's voice.

"Mama?" he whispered insistently again.

"What, Finn," she mumbled.

"Where's your food?"

"What?"

"Me and Val were bad, no food for us... But Mama wasn't bad. Where's Mama's food?"

She sighed, too tired to deal with this. "There was only enough for one. Grandma didn't do anything wrong, so Grandma got it."

"...Where's Mama's food?"

"Mama doesn't _get_ any food," Astrid snapped. "A good chief eats last, Finn." She didn't know why she was telling him this, since she was planning to name her daughter as her heir rather than her son, but she forgot to follow that line of thought because Finn's little arms were encircling her neck. She instinctively tightened her own embrace around him. Her motherly instincts had been late to develop, but she did have them sometimes, particularly for her less exasperating child.

"I'm sorry, Mama," he whispered. "I won't be bad again. Can we eat tomorrow...?"

"Yes."

"Me AND Val AND Mama? AND Grandma? Eat tomorrow?"

"_Yes_, Finn. Go to sleep."

"I promise I'll be good tomorrow, Mama."

"Okay. Go to sleep, Finn."

"I love you, Mama."

She kissed his forehead. "I love you, too, Finn. Please go to sleep."

_To be continued..._

Author's Notes: I looked up the average age when Viking children were weaned. The sources vary; some say about two years old and others say as old as four, though I'm sure it depends on the circumstances.

I guess I'm a moderate when it comes to child discipline. I get mad at the people who beat and abuse their children yet try to minimize it by erroneously calling it "spanking," but I also get mad at the people who apparently think that children are angels who will always have perfect behavior if you just ask them nicely. Speaking from experience, I believe that the most important part of discipline is attitude, not method.

Ftr, Astrid didn't physically hurt Finn with that spanking AT ALL. He was so upset because he's terrified of displeasing authority figures, particularly his mother; the physical aspect of punishment is not an issue for him. (Valka is different, but more on her later.)

Despite a long conversation with my friend Anna about it (speaking of which, I forgot to give her credit for the "dragon slaying as a rite of passage" idea in both _Official_ and the _Inadequate_ re-write! And I think the "captive dragons get killed before every winter" idea here in this story, too), I still haven't figured out a completely satisfactory way to reconcile the HTTYD book names with the DreamWorks ones. X''D The TV show writers in particular just DON'T CARE about name continuity. Writing this story gave me the idea that maybe the HTTYD Vikings all have several names - a real one (like Astrid or Gustav), a troll-warding one (like Hiccup Horrendous Haddock or Snotlout), and a family name (like Hofferson or Thorston). Even though it doesn't fit 100%, I will use that convention from now on unless/until I think of something better...except that I messed up with "Mrs. Hofferson." X'D Anyway, so "Finn" is the kid's real name, "Blackmold" is his troll-warding name, and "Hiccupson" is his surname. I found a chance to use Valka's full name later, I think in the next chapter.

Okay, so, like I said, this fic is now on hiatus until I finish drafting "Interim." (Which I've still been making slow but steady progress on, ftr.) _Maybe_ I'll type the first chapter of that "Astrid is not abusive" alternate scenario and post it soon, but who knows.


End file.
